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 Foreword

 


Little was known about Frederick Whithers
before this document was found. Historical records show that he was
born in Bath, England, in 1794; that he lived there throughout his
life, and that he died of tuberculosis, then called consumption, in
1817 while serving a prison sentence for forgery. He worked in the
Bath branch of Plumb & Gaddie Banking Associates, now quite
defunct, where he was discovered falsifying payroll records for a
local pig farm. The farm itself was exonerated: nothing in Mr.
Whithers’s forgeries either helped or hurt them, and indeed they
hardly appear to have helped or hurt anybody, including Mr.
Whithers himself, leaving the purpose for the forgeries entirely
mysterious. It was a minor crime, and earned him a minor sentence,
and but for his untimely death and subsequent defilement by a local
graverobber, history might have forgotten him entirely.

Yet history, it seems, has a way of
remembering those people and events whom we are too quick to
forget. I discovered this document quite by accident, in the back
rooms of the Bodley, while I was staying at Oxford doing research
for another project on historical prisons. There, pressed between
the pages of a large ledger, I found this manuscript, quite old yet
finely preserved, accompanied only by a small, enigmatic note
reading: “Thanks heavens for tuberculosis.” If the document should
prove to be false, it is a cunning and inexplicable fiction; if it
is true, it is an unexploded bomb ready to blow our literary
history to pieces.

I am not a rabble rouser—I am not publishing
this manuscript simply to make waves, or enemies, or even money. I
do it because I am a lover of truth and, frankly, because it seems
the best defense against reprisal: if I had kept these things to
myself you might very well find me dead, a victim to the dark
forces who would seek to maintain their secrecy; now that this work
is published, my death would only confirm its truth, and my life
may thus be spared.

If, on the other hand, I die of
tuberculosis, well, please investigate no further. These things
happen.

—Cecil G. Bagsworth III

 


Postscript: The epigrams that begin each
section are from John Keats' poem, “The Eve of St. Agnes,” and they
are Frederick's addition, not mine. Actually, they may be John's
addition for all I know. It would make as much sense as anything
else in the book.

 


 



 Day 1

January 20, 1817

St. Agnes Eve—Ah, bitter chill it was!

 


 




Bath,
England

Afternoon

 


It all started with a coffin.

My cellmate’s death was unexpected, if
welcome; he was a massive wall of a man, well over six feet tall
with arms like tree branches, and with the charming appellation of
Bloody Toby Tichborne. Not two days earlier he’d gotten drunk and
beaten an entire pub half to death—not the patrons, but the pub
itself. He practically brought the building down before the
constables were finally able to subdue him. You’d think a man like
that would have had a stronger constitution, but in this case you
would have been wrong—two days later Bloody Toby was dead of
consumption, not five feet away from me, and the entire prison was
terrified of infection. Not half an hour after I found him, a
gravedigger had already been summoned, and soon Chief Constable
Barrow himself, head of the Bath prison, led a short, swarthy
foreigner into the hall, carrying a coffin.

“Right here, you see, in this cell.” Barrow
had a handkerchief pressed over his mouth and nose. “He’s right in
here; dreadful thing.”

“Just to be clear,” I asked, sitting in the
back corner while a constable unlocked the cell door, “are you
calling the disease a dreadful thing, or Bloody Toby?”

“Both,” said Barrow, gesturing into the
cell. “And now we shall rid ourselves of two dreadful things at one
go. Pity he’ll just end up as fodder for the Ghoul.”

“Ghoul?” I asked.

“Haven’t you heard?” he asked. “There’s a
graverobber sneaking into morgues and graveyards stealing body
parts from corpses. The Bath Ghoul, they call him—it’s all anyone
talks about these days.”

“I’ve been in prison for two weeks,” I said.
“The longest conversation I've had since then was trying to
convince Bloody Toby I wasn't a bartender.”

The gravedigger shuffled into the cell,
clucked his tongue, and shook his head. “Aye, this is definitely
consumption. I’ve seen this too many times not to know it like an
old friend.” He had a thick accent—a gypsy, perhaps, from the
mainland.

“You're the expert,” said Barrow, and
gestured to a pair of constables to bring in a empty coffin. The
gravedigger began moving the dead man’s arms, struggling vainly to
lift him, but the brute was simply too large. The gypsy smiled
helplessly at us, but the constables were too afraid to come close
and I was too sullen to help anyone, so he flopped the man’s arms
back and forth a few times, uselessly, and then paused again to
scratch his head. In that moment a noise rose up from the hall—an
opening door, a clatter of feet, and the anxious cry of a woman’s
voice.

“Is it true! Is he dead? It can’t be!” The
steps drew nearer, and Chief Constable Barrow raised his hand to
beckon the poor woman closer. “Alas!” she cried, “my poor
Frederick—” and then she rushed into view, saw me, and stopped in
shock. “You’re not dead.”

“Hello, Gwen,” I said.

“They told me you were dead.”

I glanced at the corpse beside me. “There
were close.”

“But you’re alive.”

“No need to sound so disappointed.”

“Please, Frederick,” she said, stepping
forward, “You know your Gwendolyn would never feel so callously
toward you.”

“‘My’ Gwendolyn?” I said.
“I think I gave up all aspirations of your ever being ‘my’
Gwendolyn two weeks ago when you refused to testify in my
behalf.”

“And what could I possibly have said?” she
asked, glancing sideways at the constables and stepping forward
again. “I had no idea you were forging anything, or I would have
tried to stop you immediately.” She glanced around again and
lowered her voice. “Frederick, I have urgent news that we must
discuss—in private.”

I peered at her closely, suddenly curious.
She nodded sagely, and I nodded back. There was news of our plan,
perhaps of Harold Beard himself. I leapt to my feet and approached
the bars.

“Excuse me, Chief Constable, but might I
have a word with the lady in private?”

“Please, sir,” said Gwen, and gave him a
look of intense sorrow. The constable huffed and hmphed a moment
and then pointed at the open cell door.

“Lock this up, Jenkins. We’ll be right down
the hall, Miss, if you need anything.” The guard stepped up and
locked the door, earning a small, sad mutter from the gravedigger
still helplessly trying to move the corpse. When they had retreated
out of earshot, Gwen stepped to the bars and whispered
urgently.

“Harold Beard is dead.”

“Dead?”

“Dead. Consumption, they said. He died this
morning.”

“And the inheritance?”

“Untouched,” she said, nodding. “Ninety
thousand pounds.”

“What’s that?” asked the gravedigger.

“Nothing,” said Gwen and I in unison.

“Listen,” I whispered, turning back to her.
“The forgery I was arrested for had nothing to do with Mr. Beard—it
was a practice piece, just to see if I could do it. All the papers
I drew up for the inheritance are still there, in the bank, just
waiting for him to die. Now that he’s dead our entire plan will go
into motion automatically.”

“All of it?”

“Every bit,” I whispered. “The body will be
shipped to London, where nobody knows me; the bankers there will
liquidate the estate; and the altered papers will grant the full
value, ninety thousand pounds, to Harry’s sole surviving nephew Mr.
Oliver Beard.”

“And that’s you.”

“That’s me,” I said. “All the false
identifications have been drawn up and ready since before I came in
here. I’ve got to get out.”

“And you’re sure that everything will go as
planned?” she asked.

“Of course,” I said, “my forgeries are
perfect. If they hadn’t found that practice document—and don’t ask
me how they managed to find it, as I was sure I’d destroyed them
all—they’d never have discovered any deception. I guarantee you
that Harry’s inheritance is there, just waiting for us to claim it.
I’ve got to get out of here.”

“How long will they hold the
inheritance?”

“Not long—a few days at the most. In a case
like this, if no one steps up to claim it, the entire sum will be
remitted to the royal treasury.”

Gwen thought a moment, then looked me in the
eye. “I’ll think of something—you wait here, and I’ll find a way to
get you out.” She glanced down the hall. “The constables are coming
back—I’ve got to go.” She stepped away. “Be strong.” And then she
fled down the hall.

“Curses,” I said, stepping back. “She’ll
never manage it in time!”

“If you please, sir,” said the gravedigger,
smiling desperately. “The door’s locked, and the body won’t move,
and I’m starting to get nervous. I think I’m developing a
cough.”

“You think you’ve got problems,” I said,
“I’m about to lose ninety thousand pounds.”

The gravedigger choked. “Ninety thousand?”
he said, recovering himself. “Are you serious?”

“Completely,” I said. “Ninety thousand
pounds, gone in an instant if I can’t get out of this....” And then
my eyes fell on the coffin in the corner. I jumped to the
gravedigger’s side, knelt down next to him, and grabbed him by the
shoulders. “What’s your name?”

“Gustav,” he said, eyes wide.

“My name is Frederick,” I whispered. “Very
nice to meet you. Now tell me Gustav, because we only have a moment
before the constables return: do you want some of that money?”

“What money?”

“The ninety thousands pounds—the money we’ve
just been talking about.”

“You have it in here?”

“I have it outside. I need to get outside,
and go to London, and then I’ll give you...what would be fair? A
hundred? Two hundred pounds?”

“Two hundred pounds, sir? I couldn’t earn
that in twenty years!”

“You can earn it in half an hour, Gustav,
simply by putting me in that coffin and telling the constables that
I am dead.”

“Dead?”

“Dead. Died of consumption, contracted by my
close quarters with Bloody Toby Tichborne, Esquire. Most of them
are amazed I’m not dead already, so they’ll believe you in a second
and be more than glad to get rid of me—three dreadful things gone
at one go. Will you do it?”

“Just...put you in the coffin?”

“And carry it out of the prison, obviously.
I’ll wait in the coffin while you get me a change of clothes and
hire a carriage to London, and then when no one’s looking you let
me out, nail it back up, and bury an empty coffin. Agreed?”

“That seems like a waste of a good
coffin—”

“With two hundred pounds I think you can
probably afford to replace it.”

“But I—”

“Here they come!” I whispered, and leapt
past him to the coffin. I laid down in it, closed my eyes, and
waited.

And waited.

“Nobody’s coming, Federico,” whispered
Gustav.

I opened one eye and peeked out. “You’re
right. Gwen must have distracted them. No matter—this gives you
time to nail down the lid.”

“But Federico...”

“Two hundred pounds, Gustav. Just keep that
in your head and get me out of here.”

Gustav glanced around nervously, picked up
the lid, and placed it over me. A moment later I heard loud banging
as he began to nail it closed.

“Wait, wait!” someone shouted. Constable
Barrow. “Fool of a gypsy, you’ve boxed up the wrong one!”

“But sir,” said Gustav slowly. “He
is...dead.”

“Dead?”

“Dead. He died just now. Consumption, I
think, same as the other.”

The constable made a noise, and I heard him
step backward. “It’s spreading faster than we thought. Just...get
them out of here! Out, out!”

“Could you...” mumbled Gustav.

“Of course, of course—open the cell!” There
was a clank of keys and a creak of metal hinges, followed by a
scuffle of feet, and then my coffin was first wiggled, then rocked,
then lifted completely into the air. I clamped my mouth shut and
braced myself against the sides, struggling to remain silent as
each shift in movement seemed about to plunge me straight down to
the hard stone floor. I was jostled and bumped, and even tipped on
what I assume were stairs, but I held my tongue until at last I
felt sunlight warming the wood and I knew I was outside.

My bearers set me down and left, and several
minutes later they placed next to me a heavy weight that could only
be the massive coffin of Bloody Toby. I felt the wagon shift as
Gustav climbed on; I heard the click of the mule’s iron shoes and
the creak of the wagon wheels as our journey began. The coffin was
growing quite warm in the sun, and my freedom had lent me a calm
and peaceful attitude, and I soon found myself drifting off to
sleep—not a grim sleep, as one might expect while riding in a
coffin, but the warm and cozy sleep of true contentment. I can’t
say how long this sleep lasted, for time seemed to disappear
entirely within that warm, sleepy limbo, but I can recall precisely
when it ended: it ended, as you might expect, when a shovelful of
dirt landed heavily on the wood above my face.

“Gustav!” I cried.

“Aahhh!”

I shook myself from sleep, shocked by the
sudden sensations of cold air and cramped muscles. I took stock of
my surroundings, remembered where I was and why, and promptly bit
my tongue to keep from shouting any more. Had I given myself
away?

“Federico! Is that you?”

“Is it safe to speak?” I whispered.

“I am the only one here.”

“Then of course it’s me, you idiot!” I
shouted. “Which coffin did you think I’d be in?”

“I thought for sure you were in the other
one...”

“The other one weighs twice as much!” I
said, “Now get me out of here! Couldn’t you at least knock before
you started burying me?”

“I thought for sure I had...”

“It’s just my luck to hire the world’s most
incompetent gravedigger. Do you have new clothes?”

“I don’t know if they fit, but—”

“Good enough. And the carriage?”

“Waiting for you by the road on the far side
of the wood.”

“Excellent. Now get me out of here!”

“Of course, of course.” His accent was thick
with whatever exotic background gypsies have—I certainly don’t
know. The sound of scraping dirt rang through the lid, followed by
the quick rip of a knife cutting rope and the metallic probing of a
crowbar seeking a nail. “I’m sorry about that dirt I threw down on
you, Federico, really I am, but what was I to do?”

With a shriek of complaint the nails began
to come out of their places, and the coffin’s lid creaked open just
enough to let in sheets of feeble light. Gustav’s legs stood next
to me, wedged between the coffin and the side of the grave, as he
pried the lid loose with a care almost akin to tenderness.

“Can’t bust the boards up too much,” he said
with a chuckle, reaching down to work his fingers into the gap. His
fingertips were rough with calluses, and his laugh was full of
illness and age. I tried to push up on the lid to help, but my arms
were cramped and reticent to obey.

“As soon as you pull me out,” I said, “I’m
nailing you into a coffin just to show you what it’s like.”

“I’ve always wondered what it’s like,”
Gustav remarked casually. “You can’t spend so much time on the
outside of coffins without starting to ask yourself about insides
as well.”

“They’re very dark,” I said, “and people
bury you in holes. Can’t you do this any faster?”

“Sorry Federico, but it’s not something I
usually do. Most people I put into coffins don’t want to get back
out again.”

“All the better, I imagine.”

Gustav grunted some more, and I struggled to
push some more, until finally the nails howled and the lid opened
up like a mouth of jagged teeth. Moonlight flooded down on me
through clouds and dying trees, but it seemed to me as beautiful as
any sunrise. I grimaced and blinked at the light, and heard Gustav
gasp in fear just before the lid slammed closed again over me.

“Gustav?” I whispered, fearing that someone
had returned and not wanting to give myself away. “Gustav, what’s
happened?”

The mutter of prayers and the shower of
dislodged gravel were my only answer.

“Gustav, where are you going? What’s going
on?” Receiving no answer I lifted the lid of the coffin a second
time, pushing it open until I could see Gustav’s form standing
above me, his face glowing in the half-light of midnight. He was
staring at something, his arms limp but his legs tensed and ready
to run. I bent my stiff limbs to the task of exiting my coffin, and
finally managed to stand up.

“Saints preserve us,” whispered Gustav, now
visibly shaking. He took a step backward as if to escape the
alleged demons, and stepped on my hand as I reached up to pull
myself from the grave.

I fell back with a squeal, but it was a
small squeal, born of momentary pain, and grossly overshadowed by
Gustav’s squeal of unbridled terror. His rang out with a passion
that mine could scarcely hope to muster, reaching incredible
pitches and plumbing depths of emotional range any opera singer
would be envious to reproduce. He accompanied this shriek with a
frantic motion of legs and was soon gone in a flash. I cried out to
him to wait, and lunged for his leg with my throbbing hand, but he
darted off quickly and I was left alone.

“Don’t worry, brother,” said a low, raspy
voice, “it happens to all of us.”

I whirled around and found myself faced with
the sight that had sent Gustav running in terror. Five tall figures
stood before me, draped in long, dark cloaks, their shadowed faces
framed with black, spidery hair.

“It is their weakness that makes them run,
not yours,” said one of the apparitions.

“What?” I asked.

“Our weakness is that we cannot stop them,”
said another.

“Silence!” shouted the first, clenching his
bony fingers and glaring at the second. “Is it not weakness but
strength of will,” he said slowly. “We choose not to chase them.
The only weakness is theirs, in that they do not chase us.”

“Maybe they choose not to, like we do.”

“They wouldn’t dare—one of our many other
strengths is that we invoke great fear in them. The same fear that
drove the gravedigger away from our brother here.”

“But that’s kind of my point,” said the
second, pulling the first figure’s attention away from me yet
again. “Since they never actually try to find us, their ability to
do so has never really been tested.”

The first figure sighed. “We’ve gone over
this before,” he said wearily. “We are strong, and they are weak.
We are superior, and they are inferior.” He pointed a long,
sharpened fingernail at his companion and wagged it disapprovingly.
“You’ve got to think positive.”

“Maybe we could say that our strength is our
weakness,” said the second. “We will remain impervious to attack so
long as no one feels a compelling need to attack us.”

“Meaning we have lulled them into a false
sense of security,” said the first, picking up the second’s line of
thought and carrying it on. “Our strength is that we seem
weak—though we are not—and their weakness is that they think they
are strong.” He pointed down at me with a long, bony finger. “Now
let us help our brother.” He knelt next to the grave and extended
his hand—long and skeletal, white as snow in the moonlight, and
terminating in sharpened black fingernails. “I am Sable, and we’re
here to help you out of your—”

He paused, cocking his head to the side as
he stared oddly down into my grave.

“You are already out of your coffin,” he
said in surprise.

“Do I know you?” I asked.

“He’s already out of the coffin,” he said to
his comrades, speaking slowly and with great import. “Nobody gets
out of their coffin before we arrive.”

“Or at least they never have before,” said
the second.

“Of course that’s what I mean,” snapped the
one called Sable, “but don’t you see the significance of it?”

“Thank you,” I said, trying to regain their
attention. “You’re really very kind to help me in this situation,
and I swear there is a very good explanation for why I’m in here,
and it’s mostly the gravedigger’s fault—he was going to help me out
of the grave himself, obviously, but it was hard enough to get him
to help me open the coffin—“

My rescuer’s mouth fell open in astonishment
at that, and a low murmur broke out between the five men. They
stood anxiously apart from me, talking softly and quickly among
themselves, apparently forgetting about me once again. After a
moment I called out to them.

“Excuse me, sirs, but I’m afraid I...” I
trailed off, unnerved as they suddenly gave me their undivided
attention. Something in their attitudes had changed, and I was
unable to interpret what that something might have been.

“You,” said Sable uncertainly. “You
controlled the mind of the gravedigger. Is it said that the
brethren can do such things, but...none of us has ever seen it
done.”

“Controlled his mind?” I asked. “All I did
was ask him.”

“Hear how easily he accomplished it,”
murmured one of the two figures that, thus far, had remained
silent.

“Marvelous,” said his similarly silent
companion.

“We—” began Sable, but fell suddenly quiet
and gathered his companions around for another round of whispered
agitation. I caught such phrases as 'no, it can’t be,' and 'here,
in England?' but beyond that I could interpret nothing of their
meaning. Seeing that I would get none of their assistance, I
struggled up the side of the grave and onto solid ground, where I
brushed the dirt from my clothes and peered at them in wonder. At
last they approached me again—and, much to my confusion, knelt
before me.

“We beg your forgiveness, Great One, for
failing to recognize you sooner.” Their voices were low and
subservient in tone.

“Hmm?” I asked, unable to articulate further
on such short notice. I took a step back, careful of the open
grave, and all five of the dark beings before me shuffled awkwardly
forward on their knees.

“We knew that you were coming soon,” said
Sable, “but we expected you to arrive on the mainland, as is...more
traditional. Not that we question your decision to come here, of
course.”

I opened my mouth to answer, but could think
of nothing that would not add to the general air of confusion, and
thus kept quiet. I did, however, take another step backward,
followed by the mad knee-level shuffle of my mysterious
visitors.

“Do not judge us unworthy, Great One, for we
are only your humble servants, come to welcome a new brother to the
unlife—”

“Wait,” I interjected, suddenly caught by a
growing fear.

“We offer you our rabbits,” said Sable,
shuffling closer, “though of course you hardly need them—“

“Did you say ‘unlife?’” I asked, and then
stopped, frowned, and asked again. “Wait, did you say
‘rabbits?’”

The five figures looked at each other,
perplexed, and looked back at me with hesitant eyes.

“Yes,” Sable declared slowly, “the unlife.
It is common for the newly reborn to be confused, but you see,
you’re a vampire. We all are.” He smiled, and there, gleaming in
the unholy light of the moon, were two long fangs, one in each side
of his mouth. I stared at them in mounting horror, my eyes widening
and my mouth dropping open.

“You’re vampires?”

“Of course we are,” said Sable, fangs
passing in and out of view as his mouth opened and closed. He
seemed, though I knew he could not be, just as confused as I was—as
if the unexpected declaration that five vampires were worshiping
you in a darkened cemetery was something to be accepted with ease
and sanity, and that my difficulty in grasping the idea was, in
turn, difficult for him to grasp.

“You’re vampires,” I stated again.

“We are, Great one,” they said, and then
added helpfully, “so are you.”

At this point the reality of the situation
grabbed my brain by whatever sensitive parts a brain might have,
and I did the only thing I could think of to do, which was to run
desperately away. The five vampires followed as quickly as they
could while remaining on their knees, muttering obsequiously and
occasionally banging their shins on weathered gravestones.

I stumbled over more than a few gravestones
myself, weaving erratically through the cemetery as I tried to
decide where I should go. My first thought was to return to the
city and beg help of the constabulary, but I discarded the idea
immediately—life in prison was not necessarily preferable to an
unlife anywhere else, and vampires or not I would hold to my plan
and retrieve my money. I began running for the trees on the
opposite edge of the cemetery, hoping to flee into the countryside
and find the carriage Gustav had conscripted for me. I came
abruptly to an open grave and leapt awkwardly over it, and as I
paused to regain my balance the five shuffling vampires caught up
to me and promptly pitched forward into the pit I had just
avoided.

“Damn,” said Sable, his voice floating
eerily up from the grave.

“Now you’re talking sense,” said the second.
“We’ve been damned for years.”

“Damn you,” replied Sable angrily.

“Too late,” answered the second, followed by
the sound of a slap and the commotion of five people trying to sort
out whose legs were whose in the jumble of a tiny pit.

I did not wait to watch them emerge—indeed,
I imagine that by the time they righted themselves and climbed out
of the grave I was out of the cemetery and halfway through the
woods that bordered it. Had I known then what madness I would face
in the coming days I would have turned around and put myself
straight back into prison, but I suppose that by this point the
damage had already been done.

For you see, there is nothing that starts
with a coffin that doesn’t also end with one.

 


 



 Day 2

January 21, 1817

Already had his deathbell rung.

 


 



 The road to London

Just after midnight

 


It was only when I had almost arrived at the
carriage—indeed, I could see it through the darkened trees like a
beacon of hope—that I realized I had forgotten Gustav’s change of
clothes, and was still dressed in the rough cotton uniform of a
prisoner. I dropped to the ground, suddenly afraid not only of
constables and vampires, but of everybody, for surely anyone who
saw me in such a condition would return me with all haste to the
constabulary’s safe keeping. As I wracked for my brain for ideas, a
man walked past me in the dark, undid his trousers, and began to
relieve himself on a tree.

Though his back was toward me, and I was
hidden in the underbrush, I felt a tense fear grip my heart at the
possibility of being seen and thus returned to prison. I crept
slowly around the base of a large oak until I was confident that he
could not see me, and from there I could spy the dim glow of a
carriage lantern. This was my chance—the man behind me was surely
the driver, and if I could reach the carriage before him I could
lock myself inside and reach London without having to explain my
clothes. I crept quickly through the underbrush, eased open the
carriage door, and jumped inside.

The carriage benches and walls were lined
with plush red velvet, and hastily I drew the curtains closed over
the windows to further hide my presence. A musky smell of horses
filled the interior, emanating most strongly from a heap of coats
and blankets that occupied the bench across from me, and as I poked
through the pile looking for something to hide my prisoner’s garb I
found to my horror that the bench contained a man, wrapped in
layers of fur and linen and sound asleep. If he awoke I would be
instantly discovered. I reached for the door, intending to throw
myself back outside and return to the safety of the woods, when to
my mounting dread I heard footsteps approaching and the low, tired
mutter of the carriage driver.

There was not much time to act, but in a
moment of lucid desperation I slipped the latch closed on the door
only seconds before a hand grasped the handle and attempted to
enter. He pulled vainly on the door, rattling it lightly, and
called out in voice gruff with age, cold, and drink.

“Johnny!” the driver cried. “Open up,
Johnny, the door’s locked. Wotcha doin’ in there?”

I looked at the sleeping man across from me,
presumably the target of the driver’s statements, but he remained
soundly and blessedly unconscious.

“Open up, Johnny, it’s cold out here. Let a
bloke in for another go at the bottle, eh?” He rattled the door
further, making such a noise that I was sure the sleeping Johnny
would awake. Not knowing what else to do I called out softly,
keeping the curtains closed and myself hidden.

“Um, hello?” I ventured. “Good sir
driver?”

“What’s this?” he said. “Who’s in
there?”

“Well, it’s, um, me,” I said. “Frederick
Whithers.”

“Frederick Whithers? The man we’ve been
waiting for all night long?” He whistled. “Where’ve you been?”

“Yes,” I said, avoiding his question, “I
thank you for waiting, and I’d like to get going now. Rather late,
you know.”

“Rather late?” said the driver. “It’s past
midnight, and we’ll be lucky to get to London in time for
breakfast. How long were you expecting us to wait for you
anyways?”

“Just long enough for me to get here,” I
said, “which I have, so there’s no need to wait any longer. Off to
London we go!”

“And why’d you slip into the carriage like
that?” he continued. “Where’d you come from, anyway? The woods? I
was just in there attendin’ to some business, and strike me down if
I heard anything.”

“Yes, you see, that’s a matter of...a rather
delicate nature, to say the least,” I said. To change the subject I
asked, “I trust you’ve already been paid?”

“Of course,” he said, “the bloke who
contracted the carriage—foreign fellow, as I remember, by the name
of Gustav. Dirty fingernails on that one, and no mistake—hard words
from a man of the stables, I know, but I likes to keep a clean
livery, and I likes to wash my hands when they get too grimy, if
you catch my meaning. Cleanest livery—”

“You have a fascinating devotion to
hygiene,” I said, “but every moment chatting here is another moment
late for breakfast.”

“When you’re right you’re right, Mr.
Whithers, and as sure as I stand here you are right about that.” He
sighed contentedly. “Hate being late for breakfast—love a good
sausage in the morning, maybe a bit of milky beer. There’s a place
in London I intend to patronize in the morning that has the best
breakfast beer you’ve ever tasted, and that’s a fact. Almost as
good as their dinner beer—”

“And the sooner we get on our way,” I said,
“the sooner you shall taste of that glorious beer.”

“Naturally, sir,” he said, “and I’ll take
you there as well just to prove how delicious it all is. The Toad
in the Hole they call it, and not a better place to eat in all of
England.”

“I’m sure that’s correct, but I’m afraid I
must refuse. You see—” and here my mind froze, uncertain of how to
explain my situation without actually explaining my situation. At
last I hit upon a passable tale. “You see, good sir driver, I’m
very ill. Fiendishly so. I must get to London as quickly as
possible to visit my uncle, a noted apothecary, for only there can
I be cured.”

“Ill? Well open up and let’s have a look at
you. Johnny there’s an apothecary by trade, fortunately for you,
and I’m sure there’s something he can do to help.” He rattled the
handle again, but I promptly put out a hand to steady the door.

“No, no,” I said, searc hing for another
excuse, “I'm afraid I can’t allow it. You see, my condition has
rendered me very...ugly.”

“Ugly?” he asked.

“Horribly ugly,” I assured him. “Pale as a
ghost, gaunt as a corpse—I’m the most disgustingly ugly man you’ve
ever seen, and more than a little self-conscious about it. That’s
why I slipped inside without first letting you see me, and that’s
why I must slip out again unseen when we arrive in London. I can’t
bear the look of shock that I’m sure will spring immediately to
your face.”

“Ugly, eh?” The man paused for several
seconds, mulling the thought over in his mind. “Tough, that. Sorry
to hear it. Makes sense, though—contractin’ a carriage to pick you
up in the middle of nowhere, just after midnight.” He laughed, and
from the jostling of the carriage I could tell that he was now
climbing up to his seat. “I was half-expectin' a convict—or a
vampire. Gives me chills just thinkin’ about it. Oh well, off we
go.”

With a nicker to the horses and the jingle
of the reins we lurched into motion, and I soon settled down for
the long trip to London, eyeing nervously the man sleeping before
me. An apothecary? The idea seemed absurd to me. A veterinarian
would perhaps be so dirty and smell so foul, but certainly not an
apothecary of any skill. A glance at my own condition, however,
draped in the rough rags of a prisoner, was enough to turn my mind
from thoughts of superiority.

I mulled over the situation for quite some
time, searching for a way out. I couldn’t leave the carriage, as I
was still dressed as a convict, yet I couldn’t stay in the carriage
forever. It was not likely, in fact, that I could stay in the
carriage for very much longer at all, for the sleeping man who
shared my ride was now beginning to wake—slowly, and with great
drama, as if every stretch and yawn heralded a mighty step toward a
conclusion far more glorious than merely waking up. He turned first
one way, then another; now pulling down his blankets over his face,
and now kicking them off and wiggling his toes. The process drew
out so long, in fact, that I began to hope that we would reach
London before he fully regained his consciousness. And yet, with
the inevitability of a natural disaster, he awoke.

The man sat up abruptly, brushing the
blankets aside as if he were suddenly far too busy to be burdened
with them. His clothing was poor, and not quite as clean as one
would expect to find on a man who sleeps in the blankets of other
people’s horses. There was certainly nothing in his manner or dress
to mark him as an apothecary. His eyes focused first on the floor,
then on me, and he smiled broadly as if very pleased to find
himself in the company of another person. He said nothing, but sat
back on his bench and watched me, as if waiting for something. I
found no clue as to what he might be waiting for, however, so I
spoke.

“Hello,” I ventured.

“How does it go?” He smiled again, as if he
had just said something terribly clever.

“How does it go?” I asked, perplexed by his
statement. It was not a particularly normal way of greeting a
person. He frowned slightly and responded.

“What do you know?”

“What do I know?”

“Oh, for goodness sake,” he said, shaking
his head and putting a hand on my knee. “If all you do is repeat
what I say then we never get onto a different rhyme. It will be
‘what do you know,’ ‘where shall I go,’ ‘don’t walk so slow,’ all
night long. Now,” he said, slapping my knee reassuringly before
leaning back again, “start over.”

I stared at him a moment.

“What?” I asked.

“That’s not much to work with,” he said,
“unless you want me to call you sot, or to remark about how well
the horses trot. A good conversation requires ample effort from
both parties, in this case you and I. You can’t expect me to come
up with everything.”

“What—oh, sorry, I...well, how do you
do?”

He smiled broadly.

“Smashing, and you?”

I surveyed my own condition once more,
wondering what kind of answer he might be expecting, and eventually
decided that honesty was, to a certain degree, my best course of
action.

“A bit harried,” I said, “as no doubt you
can tell.”

“Harried, perhaps, but never borne so well.”
He smiled again.

“And how would you say that I am bearing
it?”

“You wear the garb of a convict, yet you
seem a free man wearing it.”

“Yes, well, there’s an easy explanation for
all of this—”

“Please tell me the short and tall of
this.”

“’Short and
tall?’”

“See,” he said, “now you’re doing it again.
I keep telling you, it doesn’t work if you just repeat what I
say.”

“But isn’t the phrase more commonly ‘long
and short?’”

“Mere accuracy would ruin the sport.”

“If I may ask, why are we speaking in
poetry?”

“And there’s that infernal word again,” he
said, grimacing and throwing up his hands. “‘Poetry.’ I think if I
hear it one more time I shall go mad.”

“You are not a devotee of...poetry?”

“Not a devotee? On the contrary, I’m a poet
by trade. The difficulty lies not in the concept but in the word
itself: ‘poetry.’ Nothing rhymes with ‘poetry.’ What kind of a
wretched, backward language do we speak that doesn’t have a rhyme
for ‘poetry?’ That’s as if—as if our word for ‘song’ were
impossible to sing, or our word for ‘speak’ were
unpronounceable.”

“I have to admit I’ve never looked at it
that way before.”

“But you’ll never look at it the same again,
I’m sure.”

“Doesn’t that get tiring?”

“I find it quite inspiring.”

“Are you going to do it all the way to
London?”

“Probably not.”

“Oh,” I said. “The driver told me you were
an apothecary.”

“A surgeon, actually. Why, are you ill?”

“No, it’s just that you said you were a poet
by trade. Surgery doesn’t seem to fit the image.”

“It doesn’t at all, though I have come up
with several rhymes for ‘liver.’ But that is, after all, why I gave
it up. No one wants to read The Collected Medical Sonnets, so I
didn’t bother writing any. I’ll make a name for myself—alone, if I
have to—or starve trying. Ideally both.”

“And the name you intend to make?”

“John Keats. And yours?”

I hesitated to give him my real name, but as
he had already seen me in my convict's uniform I supposed there was
no sense concealing it. “Frederick Whithers.”

John offered his hand, and I shook it.

“A pleasure to meet you, Frederick. Is it
safe to assume, from your clothing, that you are an escaped
criminal?”

I stopped short in surprise at his
frankness. “That doesn’t bother you?”

“Of course not! A poet must surround himself
with the lowest of experiences if he is to truly capture the
essence of life. Tell me—how did you come to be in prison, and what
was it like?”

“What was it like?”

“You do have a habit of repeating people,
don’t you? Tell me what it was like in prison: all dark and murky,
full of remorse and the slow, trickling suffocation of
despair?”

“I can’t say that I know what the trickling
suffocation of anything would be like, but still—wouldn’t you
rather hear about how I escaped?”

“Escape? Anyone can escape. The drama’s not
in the escape, it’s in the suffering that leads up to it. The
depths of human emotion can only be sufficiently plumbed in
sorrow—happiness is literary mediocrity.”

“I think I’m beginning to understand why you
were sleeping in horse blankets.”

“I knew that you would!” he exclaimed
happily, thumping the blankets merrily with his fist. “I could tell
as soon as I saw you that we were kindred spirits, born to suffer
and share it joyously with the world. Now tell me—what brought you
to prison?”

Again I hesitated, worried about giving too
much away, but the details of my trial and conviction had been
public and he already knew my name. “Nothing spectacular, I’m
afraid. There is a certain banker in Bath to whom I used to be
employed, who had a certain daughter that—”

“Say no more!” he cried. “I already know
more than you could possibly tell me, for I’ve heard this story a
thousand times—many of them from my own experience. Forbidden love,
Frederick, is perhaps the greatest sorrow of all, and the cruelty
of an unbending father only compounds the torture young lovers must
endure.”

“Well, it’s really not like that at all, you
see—”

“Don’t be ashamed of your past, my friend,
for it has made you what you are today.”

I shook my head. “Today I’m an escaped
convict trapped in a carriage with a malodorous ex-surgeon. If I am
seen by anyone I will be thrown immediately back into prison, and
yet I am headed directly and rather quickly to the largest, most
populous city in the entire world. I am hiding from the
constabulary and I am pursued by a number of...unnamed persons, or
things as the case may be, and in general I have to say that the
situation is not looking good. What I am today, John, is
doomed.”

“What you are, my friend, is fortunate.
Anything you require, I can most ably provide.”

“Anything you can do will be most welcome,”
I said, “and once I make a few visits, I will be able to reward you
most richly.”

“Your friendship, Frederick, is the greatest
reward I could ever ask for.”

“I see. Well, even so, I need to make a
visit or two, which means that I need to get cleaned up.”

“Cleaned up?”

“I haven’t bathed in days—I look
like....”

“Like me?”

“Yes, actually.”

“Then stick with me and nobody will notice.
Have you ever been to London?”

“Only once, when I very young.”

“That explains your anxiety. I assure you
there’s nothing to worry about—the entire population looks like it
hasn’t bathed in days, and if the city itself ever got a good
scrubbing half the buildings would wash away.”

“What about my clothes?” I asked.

“We’ll wrap you in blankets,” said John,
“until we can get you some fancier apparel.

“And food?” I asked, almost embarrassed to
bring it up yet starving for lack of a good meal.

“Once again I implore you not to worry.
Winston’s taking us to The Toad in the Hole, and you’ve never eaten
a meal as good in all of England, I can promise you.”

“Winston’s the driver?”

“He is.”

“That’s a problem. I told him I was diseased
and hideously ugly. If he sees me looking normal he’ll know I was
lying.”

“So we'll tell him I cured you. He thinks
I’m the greatest doctor in London.”

“Cured me this quickly? What kind of disease
can you cure a person of in six hours?”

“Far too many of them. People should get
sick more often, in my opinion—it helps them appreciate being
well.”

I nodded and closed my eyes. “Yes, I’m sure,
but for now I think I need to rest. I feel like a dead man.”

“Then rest, my friend, and rise again in the
morning from this, your travelling coffin.”

“I’d rather avoid the coffin imagery for
now. I’ve already risen from one grave tonight, and I don’t think I
could handle any more.”

 


 




London
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We arrived in London shortly after dawn, and
I drew aside the curtains of the carriage and stared as we drove
past looming buildings and swarms of cold, desperate people. Ragged
men and women walked quickly through the streets, heads down and
hands buried in the pockets of stiff woolen overcoats. Covering all
was the thick, blanketing smoke of the factories. Ash and mud
mingled on the walks and in the streets, promising another winter
of dirty, black snow.

“Wonderfully dismal, isn’t it?” asked John,
staring out with me at the grotesque scenery and smiling.

“Dismal, perhaps, but I can’t say that I’ve
missed it.”

“If the ground were a woman, I’d have leapt
out and kissed it.”

“You’d catch a disease.”

“And cure it with ease. I’m a surgeon,
remember? I won’t be scared off by some grime and grit on the
ground. That’s called alliteration, you know: ‘grime and grit on
the ground.’”

“Yes, you’re very clever,” I conceded
absently, and sat back from the window. “When do we get to this pub
you keep raving about? The longer it takes the more nervous I
get.”

“Just calm yourself down, for we aren’t
there yet.”

I grunted and pulled one of the horse
blankets more closely around my shoulders. It was much colder in
the city than in the surrounding country, perhaps because the smoke
blocked out so much of the sunlight. After a moment the carriage
pulled to a halt, and I saw through the window an old, greasy pub.
A sign bearing the words ‘Toad in the Hole” hung heavily from the
eaves, and a thunderous silence flooded out through the dark, open
doorway.

“I thought you said we weren’t there
yet?”

“Nothing you said rhymed with ‘it’s right
around the corner.’”

John reached out and unlatched the door,
throwing it open and himself out in a single gangly motion that
caused me to jump back, wary of an errant boot to the face. John
stood on the sidewalk and stretched luxuriously, his ragged
clothing hanging limply in the absence of wind. He was much shorter
than I had expected, having only seen him seated. A foul stench of
smoke seeped in through the open carriage door, and I wrinkled my
nose in distaste.

“What are you doing, just opening the door
like that?” I whispered frantically, covering myself with a
blanket. “What if somebody sees me? What if a constable walks by?
And wasn’t this pub supposed to be the best in all England? I feel
like I’m about to enter the lair of the world’s largest man-eating
spider.”

Even as I spoke, however, a whiff of roast
sausage meandered past my nose, and I stopped in wonder. It was
rich but fleeting, the kind of sausage you only dream of some day
encountering. The scent came again, stronger and with several of
its friends: poached eggs, warm butter, mashed potatoes, and fried
bacon. I even detected a hint of strongly brewed beer and fresh
milk, though I swear that never before or since have I been able to
smell either at such a distance.

“You smell it, don’t you?” said John
slyly.

“It does smell very good.”

“The giant spiders in London eat very
well.”

“So it would appear.”

“Are you going to come out?”

“I suppose I have to eventually, don’t
I?”

“It would seem inevitable, yes.”

Clutching tightly to my blanket I stepped
down out of the carriage, smelling again that most succulent and
delicious scent of sausage wafting out of the Toad in the Hole. We
walked inside, mouths watering at the prospect of a solid
breakfast. John called out to the proprietor to prepare two large
plates, then steered me toward an occupied table near the back of
the room.

“How are we going to pay for this?” I asked.
“I don’t have any money.”

“Neither do I, but that portly man in the
woolen vest owes me some.”

“Really?”

“It’s more along the lines of me owing him,
but if we do this right he might not know the difference. Mr.
Washpole!”

The portly man turned around, red face
shining in the dim light, and smiled broadly.

“Johnny, my boy! Welcome back!” His smile
turned promptly to a frown, and he pointed at John irately with his
fork, a chunk of sausage skewered on the end of it. “You owe me
money.”

“Thank you kindly for the welcome, Mr.
Washpole, and may I please introduce my good friend Frederick.”

Washpole looked me over as best he could in
the dark room, and cocked his head strangely to the side.

“Bit of a hairy fellow, isn’t he?” he
whispered loudly.

I frowned, but after a quick glance at
myself I realized that the thick fur of the blanket I wore did
indeed make me look rather hairy.

“And hungry to boot, Governor,” John said
cheerfully. ”How is the sausage this morning?”

“Don’t change the subject when I’m
collecting a debt,” Washpole said, pointing again with his loaded
fork. “I seem,” he said firmly, as if stating something very grave,
“I seem to remember that you owe me a great deal of money. Several
pounds.”

“Precisely what I came to speak with you
about,” said John. “The problem, you see, is that compared to the
rest of your vast bank account the money I owe you is practically
nothing. When I get around to paying you, you’ll hardly even notice
the difference.”

“That may be so, Johnny, but you still have
to pay, either way.”

“And I intend to, but wouldn’t you rather I
paid you more?”

“More?”

“More. I’ll gladly pay you more, if you’ll
do me a small favor.”

“I like the sound of more. What favor?”

“Buy my friend and I some breakfast.”

“You’ll give me more money than you owe, and
all I have to do is buy you breakfast?” He mulled it over for some
time, picking his teeth with his tongue. After a moment his wide
smile returned and he slammed his fork heartily to the table,
dislodging the bit of sausage and launching it far across the room.
“Is that all? Sit down and eat, then! Foxbury!” he shouted to the
proprietor, “get these young men something to eat, and fast—the
best in the house!”

Foxbury walked to a vacant table near the
back, the meal already prepared, and set down two steaming plates
of sausage and mash, returning a moment later with two large
pitchers; one of beer and the other of milk. I sat and began to eat
voraciously, while Washpole called Foxbury and began to lecture him
at great length on the money-making scheme he had just discovered
of charging people for food.

“Charming fellow, don’t you think?” asked
John, pouring himself a tall mug of milk.

“Hmmhmhmhmmm,” I replied, my mouth full of
greasy meat and thick mashed potatoes.

“I will make no attempt to rhyme that,” said
John, picking up his fork. “Cheers!” And with that he dug into the
heap of food on his plate, lifted up a mountainous gob, and stared
at it rapturously for several moments.

“Aren’t you going to eat it?” I asked, once
I had managed to swallow.

“Of course not! Don’t be silly, Frederick.
If I eat it, it will all be gone.”

“Isn’t that the point?”

“If the point were to make your food
disappear, we may as well throw it out the window. I prefer to
savor it.”

“An interesting idea, but my way doesn’t end
in starvation.”

“Starvation only makes the hunger deeper,
the longing richer, and the anticipation sweeter.”

“Plus it kills you. Let’s not forget
that.”

“Everything kills you, Frederick--there’s no
sense trying to avoid it. What matters is how much we enjoy life,
and I daresay that at this moment I’m enjoying life much more than
you are.”

“That’s because you’re not talking to a
lunatic.”

“Most people believe that it is the first
bite of a meal that is the best—that initial moment when the food
first enters your mouth, sliding in around your teeth and tongue
and sating your hunger in a most luxurious manner. I, on the other
hand, am firmly of the belief that it is the anticipation of the
first bite that is best—your stomach cries out in hunger, your
senses tingle with the scent of food and the prospect of its
taste—it’s all too wonderful. But as soon as you bite into it the
moment is over, and all is lost. Your excitement has built up and
up, and then it ends and all you do is feed yourself—a highly
technical process that I can explain to you in great medical
detail, and which I assure you is anything but romantic. No,
Frederick, I never spoil a good meal by eating it.”

“Hmmhmhmhmmm?” I asked, my mouth once again
full enough to burst. It was my fifth bite since he’d started his
speech.

“And to see you enjoying your food so much
only increases my anticipation of how good mine’s going to be.”

“But,” I said, my mouth again emptied and
fit to speak, “if you never eat, then where’s the
anticipation?”

“Never eating builds the anticipation.”

“But you have to anticipate the act of
eating, not the act of not eating. Once you actually get to the
whole not eating bit, your body will be even more let down than
before.”

“It would, I suppose, if I ever arrived at
any bit at all. That’s why I don’t—I remain in a state of perpetual
about-to-eat, never eating and never not eating.”

“I believe that is referred to as death. At
least after the first few weeks or so, when it catches up to
you.”

“Yes, death—a total end of everything. A
very poetic way to go, you know. Definitely how I want to go.”

“What, starving?”

“No, just dying.”

“You want to die by way of death? I didn’t
know there were any other options.”

“Of course there are! It’s called ‘a long
and pointless existence,’ and it is the leading cause of people not
being alive. Almost everyone in London has it, and its spreading
fast. There’s no end and no glorious finish, just an interminable
stretch of doing nothing, saying nothing, and being nothing.
Dreadful.”

“You seem to be doing a great deal of
nothing right now,” I said, noting the uneaten forkful of breakfast
still hovering in front of his face.

He stared at it some while longer, obviously
enjoying himself immensely, before setting it down and rooting
around on his plate.

“What’s wrong?“ I asked.

“I’ve had enough sausage and mash. I want
some egg.” He found a corner of fried egg beneath the potatoes and
pulled it out, holding it up in front of himself and smiling
again.

I ate, watching my new friend with
consternation. As odd as he was, however, I could not pull my mind
completely away from the events of the previous night—which, I now
told myself, had not gone entirely wrong. I had escaped the
constables, and I had escaped the vampires—if that is what they
truly were. I was now in London, eating a hearty meal and in the
company of a stalwart, if slightly odd, friend. The only thing that
had really gone wrong, in fact, was the fact that I had not yet
managed to change clothes.

At this point John set down his eggs and
began staring at his mug of milk. I chewed up a sausage, washed it
down with some milk of my own, and tapped my fork against my
plate.

“Are you aware,” I asked him, “of a bank in
town called Plumb & Gaddie?”

“I believe so,” he said, nose close to the
lip of his mug and eyes fixed on the clean, white surface of his
unmolested beverage.

“Do you think you could take me there?”

“Of course I can, my friend—it is the least
I can do for a person as delightful as yourself.”

“That’s very kind,” I said, shoving the last
bit of breakfast into my mouth. I finished it off and wiped my
mouth and hands with a napkin. “I have some business there that I
need to conduct with all haste.”

“You certainly can’t go anywhere in those
clothes,” John said, leaning back from his milk with a satisfied
air.

“True,” I said, frowning. “Do you suppose
you could convince old Washpole to increase your debt in exchange
for enough spending money to buy us some new clothes? I can repay
you in full when we get to the bank—pay your whole debt, in
fact.”

“I do not doubt it at all,” John said with a
mischievous smile. “But don’t worry about repaying me—it’s all on
Washpole. How did you enjoy his benevolent meal, by the way?”

“First rate,” I replied, smiling. “And
you?”

“Eggs were a bit runny, but you can’t have
everything, can you?” He stood up and called cheerfully out to our
plump patron. “Mr. Washpole!”

As he left the table, Winston the carriage
driver came in, shaking his head and whistling low. He sat down at
our table and smiled at me cheerfully.

“This here’s Johnny’s table?”

I put my hand in front of my face, trying
awkwardly to obscure it, though Winston did not seem affected by my
presence or appearance.

“It is. We were just going, actually—he
hasn’t touched his food, if you want it.”

“Don’t mind if I do. Thankee. You a friend
of his?”

He seemed not to realize who I was, and I
prepared to stand up and leave before he recognized my voice, when
another figure darkened the doorway—a tall man, dressed in a long
black cloak, his head framed by long, stringy hair. I recognized
him immediately as the vampire Sable from the graveyard. I
immediately sat back down and snatched the pitcher of beer from
Winston’s hand, holding it up to cover my face.

“Do you mind passin’ that over when yer
done?” asked Winston jovially.

“I—no—yes. I can’t. I’m hiding. Have some
milk.”

“Hidin’?” He turned and looked at the figure
in the doorway, nodded his head, and turned back to me, leaning in.
“Ugly, isn’t he? Ugliest man I’ve ever seen, at least. Frederick
Whithers by name—gave him a ride last night from Bath.”

I almost dropped the pitcher.

“That’s not Frederick Whithers! What are you
talking about?”

“I watched him get out of the carriage with
my own eyes. Thought he and John had already left, so you can
believe I was a little concerned when I saw somebody gettin’ back
into the carriage—but when I saw his face I realized it had to be
Mr. Whithers—all gaunt and colorless and ugly as sin, as he told me
himself las’ night. Must have forgot somethin’ and come back to get
it.” He picked up the pitcher of milk and began to pour himself a
mug.

“But don't you see?” I whispered violently,
“that’s a vampire!”

“A vampire?” asked Winston loudly, almost
dropping his mug.

“Be quiet!” I urged.

Another figure stepped through the door, and
the first began to walk through the room. I grabbed the pitcher of
milk and covered the other side of my face with it.

“Oh come on,” said Winston, “you can’t have
both. Give us a bit, eh?”

“I’ve got the money, Frederick,” said John
behind me, slapping me on the shoulder.

“Frederick’s a vampire,” said Winston,
staring fearfully at the figure in the doorway.

“You are?” asked John incredulously.

“Of course not!” I said, “sit down.”

John sat, and Winston took a hefty bite of
his sausage and egg.

“Mmmmhmhmhmmm,” said Winston, simultaneously
exhibiting a mouthful of food and bobbing his head at the dark
figure slowly investigating the pub.

“We need to go now,” I said lowly, looking
at John as best I could while hiding behind my pitchers.

“Leave the beer, at least,” said Winston,
swallowing his mouthful of food. “I’ve been drivin’ all night, as
Johnny here can tell you.”

“He can tell himself as well as I can,”
returned John, “he was with us.”

“You were?”

I nodded. “I'm Frederick, not him.”

“So if you’re Frederick...” he said,
confused, “then that means....” His confusion turned to surprise as
a quick realization hit him, and his jaw dropped. “You’re the
vampire?”

“Of course I’m not a vampire, you idiot, he
is.” I pointed at Sable, and my jaw dropped as yet another vampire
came through the door. “I mean they—I mean—blast it, all five of
them are here now.” I kept hidden between the pitchers while the
vampires fanned out and were walked slowly through the pub, looking
closely at each patron. I stood up abruptly and walked to the door,
the pitchers framing my face, turning my head in a variety of
difficult angles to prevent anyone from getting a clear look. John
followed quickly after me, Winston close behind and clamoring for
his beer. I had just reached the door when Winston caught up to me
and grabbed hold of the pitcher. He wrestled to take it and I
snarled almost bestially, afraid to talk for fear that the vampire
standing two tables away would recognize my voice. Despite my
struggle Winston won out, ripping the pitcher from my hand so
violently that I dropped the other one, growling in frustration and
anger.

The entire pub fell silent, and all eyes
turned to me. I grunted again, feeling like a hunted animal
suddenly exposed to the hunters. I pulled the shaggy blanket
tighter around me and crouched down, ready to run.

“You can turn into a wolf, too?” shouted the
vampire nearest me. “Oh, that’s not even fair!”

“What’s he talking about?” asked John.

“Run,” I whispered, and bolted out the door.
The vampires dropped to their knees and shouted ‘Great One! Great
One!’ but before any of them reached the doorway we were down to
the corner and racing around it, losing ourselves in the city.

 


----

Two hours later we were standing on the
street in front of Plumb & Gaddie Banking Associates, looking
exceptionally dapper in our new clothes. John was fiddling with his
shirt, visibly uncomfortable with the high starched collar. Every
time he brought his hand up to adjust it, however, his frilled cuff
tickled his nose and he immediately put it back down, whiffling his
upper lip like a rabbit smelling something unpleasant. We both wore
elegant top hats, which served the double purpose of completing our
outfits and hiding John’s cascade of unkempt hair.

More importantly, we had also found a chance
to bathe, courtesy of a pump of rather cold water in the back room
of the tailor’s. Feeling thus refreshed and prepared to face the
day I forgot much of my earlier worries and entered the bank, John
following distractedly behind me.

The foyer of the bank turned out to be an
exceptionally skinny hallway with a large wooden bench on one side
and the words “PLUMB GADDIE” carved in immense gilded letters along
the other. We sat down facing the giant letters directly, such that
I was presented with a huge UMBGA that virtually filled my field of
vision. A short secretary, his hair slicked so tightly to his head
that I thought he must have dunked it in a bucket, took our names
and mumbled something unimportant before slipping behind a massive
wooden door.

“I don’t like this place at all,” said John,
fiddling with his collar. “And I don’t think it likes me,
either.”

“Why not, you don’t think UMBGA is friendly
enough?”

“You have UMBGA? All I have is DIE, and
that’s a very disconcerting thing to be told by a wall. Not knowing
how a wall would back up a threat makes it so much
more...threatening.”

“So move to the other side and take PLUM.
Staring at it should tide you over until lunch.”

“Tell me again what we’re doing here, though
I shouldn’t say ‘again,’ as I don’t think you’ve ever told me at
all. Just like you’ve never told me who those chaps at the pub
were. Are you really a vampire?”

“Are you serious? How could I possibly be a
vampire?”

“Being bitten by one is the traditional
method, I believe.”

“Well, I haven’t been. It’s nothing but a
misunderstanding. And we are here, by the way, to collect an
inheritance.”

“Really? I’ve been trying to collect one of
those my whole life. How do you intend to do it?”

“I intend to walk in and ask for it.
Technically speaking the man has no living relatives, but the
creation of a certain Oliver Beard was one of my greatest triumphs
of creative banking.”

“Creative banking?”

“Forgery.”

“I see. So you’re here as Oliver Beard? Who
was it that died, a father? Grandfather?”

“Uncle.”

“Lucky you, then.”

“Why’s that?”

“Or lucky Oliver at least,” said John,
standing up. “Hang on a bit, I’m moving over to that PLUM.”

“Just be careful,” I said, as he bumped the
wall with his elbow.

“I am,” he said, knocking the D with his
shoulder.

“I said be careful.”

“They’ve got two D’s,” he said as he stepped
on my foot, “they can afford to knock one about a little.”

“Ouch!”

“And you’ve got two feet.”

“But I need them both.”

“Almost there,” he said, and promptly
tripped over my other foot, crashing to the ground and flipping me
over on top of him. I cringed and waited, but no letters fell down
to join us. “There we go,” said John, pulling himself free and
sitting on the bench. “Now I’ve got PLUM.”

My retort was lost as the boy with dunked
hair opened the wooden doors and re-entered the foyer, followed by
a very thin man with a long, pointed noise and a wispy shrub of
white hair. I quickly picked myself up from the floor and dusted
off my knees.

“Has our floor sufficiently passed your
inspection?” the old man asked irritably.

“If not,” said John with a smile, “he’s sure
to get an infection.”

“Of course it has, excuse me,” I said,
shooting John a hard glance. “Lead the way.”

“Follow me,” the old man said, and we fell
into line behind him. The dunked boy closed the doors behind us,
leaving us in a similarly thin hallway lit only dimly by
candles.

“So,” said John cheerfully to our host, “Are
you Plumb or Gaddie?”

“Mumford,” the man replied, his voice slow
and perturbed.

“I’m afraid I can’t rhyme that at all,” said
John, “though I had a great one worked out for Gaddie.”

“I would not advise you to use it,” said
Mumford dryly. “Mr. Gaddie is not known for his playful
nature.”

“I thought we were here to see Plumb,” I
said quickly, hurrying forward to match the old man’s stride. “We
told the boy at the desk that it had to be Plumb.”

“Mr. Plumb is detained,” said Mumford. “Mr.
Gaddie can assist you with whatever you need.”

“What’s wrong with Mr. Gaddie?” whispered
John.

“Is it Colin or Bartholomew?” I asked the
old man, growing more nervous as we approached a tall, dark
door.

“Colin, sir,” said Mumford. “Bartholomew
Gaddie works in the Bath branch; this is his brother.”

I sighed with relief and fell back to
whisper to John. “We should be alright, then—Bartholomew Gaddie was
my boss, and the man who had me arrested, but Colin has never met
me. I should be able to pass as Oliver.”

“You’re Oliver Beard,” said John, nodding.
“Got it.”

“This is Mr. Gaddie’s office,” said Mumford,
stopping before the imposing door. He opened it to reveal the
largest collection of papers I have ever seen, stacked around the
darkened room in heaps and piles that dwarfed the other furniture
and leant the room an apocalyptic aura that made me squirm inside
my newly polished boots. A stern-faced man with a short, grey beard
stood behind a pile of papers vaguely shaped like a desk, and
behind him on the wall a series of three men, almost identical in
appearance, stared down from their portraits like stout, bearded
vultures. On the desk sat a bowl of peppermints.

“Don’t just stand there,” barked Mr. Gaddie,
“come in! I haven’t got all day.”

“Maybe we’ll just go away,” said John
nervously, but I walked into the room and offered my hand.

“Mr. Gaddie,” I said, “it’s a pleasure to
meet you.”

“You must be from the mortuary,” he replied
curtly. “Have a seat.”

“I’m afraid I’m actually—”

“Terrible matter about Oliver,” said Mr.
Gaddie, “I’ve only just heard myself.”

“Hardly terrible at all,” said John, “I’d
love it if my uncle passed away.”

“Oliver was your uncle?” asked Mr. Gaddie
sternly, interrupted from his train of thought and anxious to get
back to it.

“No,” said John, frowning, “but my uncle
does have my inheritance, which puts me in a similar situation to
my friend Oliver—”

“It’s precisely about the inheritance that I
wish to speak—” I said, but Gaddie cut me off again.

“Good, good,” barked Mr. Gaddie, “the
inheritance. Ninety thousand pounds?”

“Ninety thousand?” said John in wonder.

“Is there a problem, Mr. Keats?” I asked in
irritation.

“Ninety thousand pounds is never a problem,”
he said quickly.

“It is for Oliver Beard,” said Mr. Gaddie.
“He won’t get a penny of it now.”

“And why is that?” I asked warily.

“Because he’s dead, of course,” said Mr.
Gaddie. “Isn’t that why you’re here?”

“I...” I couldn’t think. “Dead?”

“His sister arrived this morning with the
news,” the banker said, “and a certificate of death by the coroner
himself. I didn't see her personally, but Mr. Plumb says all the
papers are in order. She’s all that’s left of the Beard family, I’m
afraid, and by this time tomorrow the paperwork will be completed
and the money will be hers.”

“I have a sister?” I exclaimed. It had to be
Gwen—no one else knew of my plans, and no one else could have
reacted so quickly to twist them to her own ends.

“I don't know about you,” said Mr. Gaddie,
“but Oliver Beard certainly did. The girl was apparently
heartbroken over the whole affair, losing her only two living
relatives so suddenly, and remarked to Mr. Plumb that if only her
brother could crawl forth from his grave she would be the happiest
girl on Earth.”

“Well,” I said, “won’t she be
surprised.”

“So,” said Mr. Gaddie, “enough of this
chit-chat; I’m a busy man. You have business from the
mortuary?”

“Yes,” I said quickly. “I’m from the
mortuary.”

“I knew that already,” said Mr. Gaddie.
“That’s what I just said.”

“I’m just confirming it,” I said, “to avoid
any further confusion.”

“Rest assured that there is no confusion on
my part,” said Mr. Gaddie, “as I’ve already stated the fact three
times.”

“It’s not you I’m worried about,” I said,
glancing at John. “So, being from the mortuary, as I am—”

“And I am too,” said John, catching on to
the change of plan.

“—I came here to ask about
the inheritor,” I said. “Do you happen to know where the girl is
staying? We would very much like to involve her in the funeral, if
it should turn out that she truly is the heir to Mr. Beard’s
estate.”

“Do you think she’s lying?” asked Mr.
Gaddie.

“I wouldn’t know,” I said. “I’m apparently a
terrible judge of character.”

“Being from the mortuary,” explained John,
“we have very little experience with the pre-deceased.”

“Well,” said Mr. Gaddie, “it does seem
proper to involve her in the funeral, but I’m afraid I don’t know
where she might be staying. You could ask my nephew, Percy; he’s
handling most of the Beard paperwork.”

“Thank you,” I said, standing up. A new plan
was already forming in my mind. “We’ll be going now; it was most
gracious of you to meet with us. And if you happen to see the girl,
Mr. Gaddie, please don’t tell her we’re looking for her—funerals
are very touchy subjects, and we feel its best whenever possible to
broach the subject ourselves.”

“We are, you see, professionals,” added
John.

“I won’t breathe a word of it,” said Mr.
Gaddie. “Now if you please, I’m a very busy man. Good day!”

 


 




London

Late morning

 


I walked furiously out of the bank, head
down and brooding. Betrayed! I couldn’t believe it! Of course Gwen
must have heard the news of my death, but couldn’t she have waited
a bit longer out of mourning before stealing my fortune? I stomped
across the muddy, cobbled street, glaring at the people passing by,
and paused to brood in the shadow of an old stone pub.

“Now, now, Oliver Beard,” said John, “you
never told me you had a sister.” He had undone his high collar and
now wore it open, exposing a great deal of his neck.

“I’m not Oliver Beard, I’m Frederick.”

“Ah yes—the vampire.”

“And I’m not a vampire! I’m an escaped
convict!”

An old woman walking past stopped short,
staring at me, and I grimaced meanly at her. She hurried on her way
as John continued talking. “There’s nothing wrong with being a
vampire, you know.”

“I’ve just been cheated out of ninety
thousand pounds and all you can talk about is how nice it is to be
a vampire.”

“You could hardly ask for anything better!”
he cried, ignoring me. “The angst, the horror, the dark
clothing—you can rework your whole image. Give it some punch, make
it more Romantic.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The lonely life of the vampire! Can’t go
out in the day or you’ll disintegrate, can’t have any friends
because you’ll suck all their blood....”

“I haven’t sucked your blood yet, you idiot.
And for goodness’ sake, it’s practically noon! The sun is shining
right on me and I’m fine. Look,” I said, taking off my hat, “no
disintegration.”

“This is London, Frederick—any sunshine that
manages to penetrate the smoke will be too weak even to warm a
vampire, let alone disintegrate one.”

“Why won’t you accept that I am not a
vampire?” I asked. “I don’t have fangs, I can’t turn into a bat,
and I certainly can’t dominate minds or whatever rubbish a vampire
is supposed to do.”

“It all comes with practice, I’m sure,” said
John reassuringly.

“But—never mind!”

“What’s wrong?”

“Nothing.” I said, “Let’s just go.”

“All right,” said John with a smile, “where
are we off to?”

“To find my ‘sister.’”

“Right.” He straightened his shirt and began
idly fixing his hair. “This is getting interesting.”

“Only just now? Where have you been?”

“Why do you suppose she betrayed you?” asked
John.

“Ninety thousand pounds of unclaimed
inheritance,” I said.

“Ninety thousand pounds,” John repeated
slowly. “And the dead gentleman’s name?”

“Harry Beard.”

“You’re joking.”

“Harry Beard died and left no surviving
relatives, and no will. The value of his estate came out to ninety
thousand pounds, and there was no one to claim it, so we...claimed
it. Or prepared to. It isn’t really stealing, because it didn’t
really belong to anybody.”

“That’s a very good point.”

“Thank you, I thought it was. As did
Gwendolyn.”

“Your sister,” said John.

“The woman who claims to be the sister of
the man I claimed to be,” I said. “In reality—which I know you’re
not overly concerned with, but humor me—she is Gwendolyn Gaddie,
daughter of Bartholomew Gaddie, partner in Plumb & Gaddie
Banking Associates and brother to Colin Gaddie, executor of the
Harold Beard estate, who we just spoke to.”

“I think I can guess how she comes into the
story.”

“I doubt it, but go ahead.”

“Late at night,” said John, “while creeping
silently through the window of your impassioned lover Gwendolyn,
you chanced to overhear her father discussing the imminent death of
the lonely Harry Beard. You hit upon the plan of claiming the money
for yourself, thus to support the fair Gwendolyn in a life of ease
when you subsequently ran away together.”

“Close enough, I suppose, but replace the
window with a secretary’s office and ‘impassioned lover’ with
‘unbelievably greedy lover’, and you’ll have it.”

“It’s delicious! What I wouldn’t give,
Frederick, to have your life: you're an escaped prisoner, a
vampire, and now a betrayed lover to top it all off! All you need
is a wasting disease and you’re set for life—though not a very long
one, I suppose.”

“What about losing my inheritance?” I asked.
“You may as well toss that in as well.”

“But it isn’t really yours in the first
place,” said John. “I don’t know if we can count it.”

“It isn’t really anybody’s” I said, “so it
may as well be mine. Now there’s only one way Gwendolyn could have
forged the papers to masquerade as Harry’s niece: her brother
Percy, her real brother, works in this very bank, and without me to
draw up false papers she would have turned directly to him.”

“So many layers of intrigue! I’m certain I
can get an epic poem out of this.” John reached into the pocket of
his vest and produced a stubby charcoal pencil, which he proceeded
to sharpen with a tiny knife.

“Is that a...”

“Surgeon’s scalpel,” said John, studying the
pencil’s new point before dropping the scalpel back into his
pocket. “Now where were we? ‘In dark of night, through country wild
and deep, into my carriage Frederick did creep. His eyes aflame,
his visage filled with ire....’” He scribbled the words onto his
shirt sleeve as he spoke, the words coming rapidly and without
apparent effort.

I left him to his poem and wandered into the
pub we had been standing in front of—a large establishment whose
sign declared it the Crown and Anchor. As we still had a bit of
money from Washpole, I asked the proprietor for a plate of fried
fish and sat down at an empty table. John, his eyes and pencil
focused furiously on his forearm, followed slowly and sat across
from me, still writing.

“’So Frederick, suff’ring
madly from his plight, determined thence to....’ What have you
determined to do?”

“To eat lunch.”

“’Determined thence to
stop and have a bite.’ That lacks a certain epic feel, don’t you
think?”

“We’ll wait here and keep an eye on the
bank,” I said. “When Percy leaves at dusk we shall follow him,
presumably to his home, and there, no doubt, we will find
Gwendolyn.”

“’Determined thence to
stalk his prey by night!’” John shouted triumphantly, scribbling
the words onto his arm and punctuating it with a violent flourish.
“Ouch! I think I broke the skin.”

“’Stalk my prey by night?’
Isn’t that a bit much?”

“Not for a vampire. That is when your people
tend to do their stalking, isn’t it?”

“I’m going to stop arguing with you
now.”

“Just as well,” said John cheerfully,
snatching a piece of fish from the plate. “I hate arguing. If we’re
going to spend all day in a pub eating fish, I can only think of
two pleasant ways of passing the time, and arguing is neither of
them.” He took a large bite of fish, stuffing almost half of it
into his mouth at once.

“I thought you didn’t eat?”

“Mffhfhfmhfmmm,” he responded, somehow
managing to look very matter-of-fact despite being unable to close
his mouth around the mass of fish and batter.

“What happened to the anticipation and all
of that you spouted off this morning?”

“The two things I would like to do,” said
John once his food was chewed and swallowed, “are in fact
interrelated. The first is sitting here, and the second is
rhyming.”

“but you do that no matter where we
are.”

“The fish is good today—almost like
caviar.”

“Oh, for goodness' sake.”

“Time for tea and cake.”

I looked out the window, studying the bank
across the street. The view out the pub bothered me—it showed the
front of the bank, but what if there was another door? “If you get
the chance between rhymes,” I said, “try to eat quickly. It looks
like there’s an alley along the side of the bank, which means our
boy Percy might not use the front door when he leaves. Assuming
there's a door in the alley, though, I think there's a spot just by
the corner where we can keep an eye on both doors.”

“Wait!” whispered John suddenly, leaning
across the table. “Don’t turn around.”

“I wasn’t intending to.”

“What I mean is, there’s a man watching us,
and I'm telling you about him in a dramatic manner, so don’t turn
around to look at him.”

“Someone’s watching us?”

“He came in just a bit after we did, and sat
in the corner behind you. He’s been watching us ever since.”

“Close enough to hear us?”

“Probably not.”

“Lucky man. What does he look like? Is he a
constable?”

“Not that I can tell, but it would make
sense.”

“Hmmm.” I cast my glance around the pub,
careful never to move my head. I saw nothing immediately
suspicious, but I can’t say for sure what I could reasonably expect
to see when the man in question was sitting behind me and well out
of view. “Is he eating anything?”

“Some kind of bun. Cinnamon, perhaps, but
definitely sugared—I can see the glaze.”

“Thank you, but the exact type of bun is
irrelevant.”

“Then why did you ask?”

“I don’t know. Is he still watching now that
we’ve stopped making loud and insipid conversation?”

“He is. In fact, I think he knows that we
know that he’s watching us.”

“Hmmm.” I cast my glance around the pub
again, saw nothing, and remembered that seconds earlier I had
already tried the same with no success. I was half-tempted to
glance around a third time, for lack of any better plan, when my
eyes lit again upon the alley by the bank. I picked up the last
piece of fish and wrapped it in a napkin, standing hurriedly.
“Let’s go.”

John stood, dropped a few pence on the
table, and we walked as slowly and unsuspiciously as possible out
the door.

“We’ll go to the alley,” I said. “It’s as
good a place to hide as any, and we need to watch for Percy.”

“And the man in the pub?”

“If he follows us we’ll know that
he’s...following us, I suppose, and if he doesn't then we’ll know
he’s just a curious man in a pub.”

The alley did indeed contain a door, and we
walked all around the building just to be sure there were no
others; there weren't, so we staked our claim upon the corner of
the alley. It was thin and steamy, containing not one but two sewer
vents, with a small collection of rubbish bins to add to the
stench, and a thin layer of silt from a nearby chimney. Even at the
mouth of the thing I could barely stand the smell of it, but John
gazed on in wonder.

“Well of course he'll use this door,” he
said. “Once the word gets out about this place everyone will use
it.”

“It’s thoroughly horrible.”

“Downright abysmal, I would say, and
therefore splendid. Leave through a door like this and you’ll
appreciate the rest of the walk home that much more.”

“Spend the afternoon in an alley like this
and you’ll appreciate death that much more.”

“That’s the spirit!” said John happily.
“Now, what do you say we split that fish in your pocket. I’m still
famished.”

“That’s because you didn’t eat breakfast,” I
said, pulling out the greasy fish and tearing it awkwardly in two.
“The next time somebody buys you a plate of sausage and mash, the
least you could do is eat it.”

“And spoil it?” said John in horror.
“Weren’t you even listening to me this morning?”

 


----

It was late evening, and I was starting to
get very hungry again, when a stream of clerks and secretaries
finally began to leave the bank. Very few of them used the alley
door, to John’s great consternation, but Percy had thus far used
neither, and we saw nothing of him. At last it grew dark, and very
cold. I drew my jacket tighter around my shoulders, though John
left his folded and thrown over his arm, preferring instead to wear
his vest unbuttoned and his collar open to the elements. His hat,
purchased only this morning for no small sum, sat on the ground by
his feet like a forgotten dog.

“Do you ever wonder,” said John idly, “why
we call buildings ‘buildings?’ Are they in a state of constant
construction? We should call them ‘builts.’”

I said nothing, as I knew he only wanted me
to speak so he could rhyme it. We stood in silence for some time
longer, watching carefully, when abruptly I heard the sound of a
footstep.

“What was that?” I whispered, suddenly
alert.

“Not a cat,” said John, grinning, but the
sound of another footstep rang through the alleyway, and soon he,
too, was alert.

“It’s coming from down the alley,” I said
softly, peering out, “but I don’t see anyone by the bank door.”

“Further down,” said John. “Someone’s coming
up from the other end.”

“Can you see who?”

The footsteps continued straight into a pool
of moonlight, far at the end of the block, and John yelped as the
distant figure was briefly illuminated. He grabbed me and threw me
back into the alcove of the doorway.

“It’s the man from the pub.”

“The constable?”

“We don’t know what he is.”

“He wasn’t dressed like a constable.”

“He’s wearing a brown greatcoat,” said John,
“and it’s cold. What color greatcoats do constables wear when it’s
cold?”

“Whatever color they want, I suppose—do I
look I should know?”

“You’ve been in prison.”

“I’ve been dead, too, but I don’t know what
color greatcoats they wear in—“

“We have found you, Great One!”

I yelped and spun around, finding the path
to the front of the bank blocked by five kneeling figures.

“We have searched long for you, Great One,
yet in your wisdom you hide from us. Why?”

“You’re the vampires?” said John, grinning
broadly. “Wonderful to meet you! Truly it is!” He ran to each one,
clasping them heartily by the hand and introducing himself. “I’m
John, and it’s very good to finally meet you.”

“This is another of your thralls, Great
One?” I recognized the raspy voice of Sable, their leader.

“Come on, then,” said John, “on your feet!
No sense kneeling in this filth.”

“Perhaps he is the Great One’s mouthpiece,”
said one of the other vampires.

“He speaks for the Great One,” said Sable,
nodding. “We must do as he says.” The five vampires slowly rose to
their feet looking as if they didn’t quite know what to do. After a
pause Sable stepped forward and bowed his head to John.

“Tell the Great One that we humbly ask for
an explanation.”

“You ask for an explanation?” I cried. “I’m
the one who needs an explanation. What’s all this about the ‘Great
One,’ and vampires and everything else? Why are you following
me?”

“You are the Great One, Great One. The most
powerful vampire in all of history. Your coming was prophesied, and
now you will lead us to glory.”

“Keep your voices down,” I urged, stepping
closer. “I don’t know how this happened, but you’ve got the wrong
man. That’s all there is to it: I’m not a vampire, and I’m
certainly not the Great One.”

“But we saw you rise from the grave!”

“It was a fake! I was only pretending to be
dead!”

“Ah,” said the lead vampire, “I see. Very
cunning of you, Great One.”

“No, you’ve got to understand this: I’m not
a vampire. I’m a banker with a very normal life, and I rarely ever
go out at night. How could I possibly have become a vampire?”

“The bite of unlife,” said Sable.

“But I’ve never been bitten,” I said
desperately, pulling down my collar and showing them my neck. “See?
No teeth marks, no scars, no bite.”

“The scars heal quickly,” remarked one of
the vampires. “It’s one of our many powers.”

“And many of the victims don’t remember the
bite of unlife,” Sable continued, “because...we tend to bite only
sleeping people, as they are not so hard to subdue.”

“Really?” said John, fascinated. “I’d never
heard of that before. Though of course I’ve heard very little about
vampires in general.” Here he smiled tentatively. “You don’t think,
if it wouldn’t be too much trouble, that I could examine one of
you? Just a quick physical examination—pulse, temperature, that
sort of thing. It’s quite all right, as I am licensed.”

“Licensed for what?” said a solemn voice
behind us, and I jumped in fright again. I turned to see that the
man from the pub, though I had momentarily forgotten about him, had
finally reached us. He was an older man, his face shadowed by a
wide-brimmed hat and his figure concealed by the bulk of his
greatcoat.

“What?” said John, taken aback. “You mean my
license? Apothecary—I’m a licensed apothecary, in full accordance
with the law. John Keats, at your service. And you are...?”

“Inspector Herring from the Royal House of
King George III, special agent of the Regent Prince.”

“A constable?” I asked nervously.

“No,” he said, looking me in the eye. “A
vampire hunter.”
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I stared at the man, my mouth clamped
tightly shut over a torrent of inappropriate words. From the corner
of my eye I saw John and the five vampires equally speechless, each
of us glancing nervously at the others. Having had very little
success in convincing anyone else of my humanity, I thought it best
in this situation to avoid the topic altogether in the presence of
a professed vampire hunter. After a very long moment and a great
deal of shifty eye movements from all parties, I ventured to
speak.

“A vampire hunter? I...didn’t know they had
those.”

“They do,” the Inspector replied, piercing
me with his gaze. “And now that I have introduced myself, may I ask
your name?”

“Beard,” I replied, thinking it best to hide
my true identity—Frederick Whithers, after all, was supposed to be
dead. “Oliver Beard.”

“But you may call him Frederick,” said John.
“All his friends do.” I frowned at him, and he shrugged. “I didn't
want to slip up and look suspicious.”

I suppressed the urge to roll my eyes. “Good
thinking.”

“I am not interested in joining the elite
cadre of the blessed who number themselves among your friends,”
said Inspector Herring slowly. “I am instead very much interested
in learning what brings seven men together in a darkened
alley.”

“Nothing to do with vampires, certainly,”
said Sable in a high, strained voice. He smiled, keeping his hand
in front of his mouth in such a way as to utterly invalidate the
act of smiling. The other four vampires did the same, one emitting
an extremely nervous giggle.

“We’re doing nothing at all,” I replied,
putting an arm around Sable and shaking him heartily. “Just a
reunion of old friends, catching up on each other in the mirky
filth of a London alleyway. Nothing more.”

“Old friends?” asked the Inspector.
“Childhood schoolmates, perhaps?”

“Exactly.”

“Would you be so kind as to tell me where it
was that you went to school?”

“In Bath!” said John, jumping into the
interrogation with a nervous smile. “We’ve just come from there, in
fact.”

“Bath?” asked the Inspector, raising an
eyebrow. “Odd goings-on in Bath recently, or haven’t you heard?
Bodies have been disappearing from their graves.”

My own body at this point attempted to gasp
in horror at being discovered, but I managed to clamp my jaw
tightly shut before the offending sound was able to fully escape.
The result was heard very much like a hiccough.

“Are you all right?” asked the
Inspector.

“Just lunch,” I answered nervously. “Very
greasy, quite disagreeable.”

“I found it very much to my liking,” the
Inspector replied.

“So it was you!” cried John, pointing a long
finger at the man. “You’ve been following us all day.”

“I have indeed,” said the Inspector, nodding
slowly, “and I intend to continue following you until I have found
what I need to find.”

“And what might that be?” I asked.

“I’m looking for a nice figgy pudding,” he
answered, the corner of his mouth curling into a sneer. “I’m a
vampire hunter, you nitwit, what do you think I’m looking for? The
children of the night, the stalkers of shadows, the drinkers of
innocent blood—“

At this point the alley door opened up, far
down the block from us, and in the brief moment of illumination I
recognized Gwen’s brother Percy. I looked back at the Inspector, my
mind tying itself in knots as it looked for a way to get out of the
current situation.

“Drinkers of innocent blood?” I asked. “You
mean, you hunt vampires who actually drink blood? Oh!” I shook my
head as if I had just made an incredibly silly mistake. “I thought
you meant a metaphorical vampire, the kind that...well, you know
the kind.”

“The kind that oppresses the masses,” John
interjected. “Industrial barons and such, who live off the labor of
the underprivileged factory workers.”

“Exactly,” I said, nodding. “I thought you
meant that kind of vampire, but, if you’re actually looking for a
real blood-drinking vampire, I'm more than happy to introduce you
to these five gentlemen.” I gestured at the vampires behind me,
whose mouths instantly dropped wide in an expression of
disbelief.

“What did you tell him for?” asked one, who
immediately covered his mouth in horror. The other four threw
scathing glances in his direction, then terrified ones at the
Inspector. For his part, the Inspector studied them all with a
steely eye before slowly reaching into his greatcoat and pulling
out a wooden stake.

“Run!” shouted Sable, and the five of them
turned and bolted into the street, Inspector Herring close on their
heels.

“Come on,” I said, and ran in the other
direction to find Percy.

“That was close,” said John, snatching up
his coat and hat to follow. “It’s a good thing you didn’t tell him
about yourself.”

“Why would I tell him about myself?”

“Well, there isn’t really a good reason at
all, which is why you’ve got to be so careful of it. One little
slip, and he’s chasing after you with a stake. You’re lucky I’m
here.”

“Lucky you’re here? You told him my real
name!”

“Only part of it.”

“It doesn't matter now,” I said, “just
hurry—Percy's turned the corner, and we don’t want to lose
him.”

We reached the end of the alley and just
caught a glimpse of Percy as he turned another corner at the end of
the block. It was already quite dark, and the streets were
relatively empty, making Percy very easy to follow in his
cream-colored pants and jacket. We stayed a block behind him, which
was probably a little further than necessary, and which resulted in
us almost losing him twice.

Percy whistled as he walked, a popular tune
about a cat from Edinburgh. He sounded reedy and nervous. After a
verse or two John joined in and whistled along.

“Keep quiet!” I whispered.

“Sorry,” he answered. After a moment he
spoke again. “It’s only that he was getting into my favorite bit,
where the cat goes to court his lady and—“

“Quiet,” I whispered again, pausing suddenly
in the darkness. “I think there might be someone following us as
well.” John froze, and we heard the faint sound of footsteps behind
us.

“Right,” whispered John, eyes wide. “The
vampire hunter?”

“Or the vampire.” We started walking again,
faster this time, keeping an eye on Percy several yards ahead of
us.

“Are we sure,” whispered John, “that he is
going home?”

“I can’t imagine where else he would be
going at this time of night,” I whispered, watching Percy’s back
intently, though I had to admit that he did not seem to be headed
in a residential direction. I heard more footsteps, slow and
careful, and turned my head just far enough to catch a glimpse of a
dark shadow behind us. “I’m starting to wonder why we’re here this
time of night as well.”

“Are the footsteps still following us?”

“They are,” I said, “and they’re are getting
closer. Whatever they are, I don’t think we want them to catch up
with us.”

“Agreed,” said John. “Wherever Percy’s
going, we have to hope he gets there quickly—”

Percy turned and walked up the steps of an
imposing building; I squinted to read the sign over the door, but
we were still too far back to see it clearly in the dark. We
quickened our pace as Percy knocked on the door.

“Spilsbury and Beard Mortuary,” said John,
peering at the sign. “Wonder what he’s doing here?”

I heard the click of a bolt, and we dashed
ahead and up the stairs; we reached Percy right as the door opened,
and John and I stood on either side with our arms around his
startled shoulders. The man who opened the door was monstrously
fat, and spoke so slowly that I was quite able to catch my breath
from running long before I had the opportunity to say anything.

“Mr. Percival Gaddie,” he said heavily,
“welcome to our establishment. Are these your associates?”

“Yes,” I said quickly, stretching forth my
free hand to shake the mortician’s. “We couldn’t let old Percy here
come and do this all by himself, now could we?”

Percy, a young man with unruly blonde hair
and a tall silk hat, turned to face me, mouth open as if about to
ask a question in a language he didn’t know.

“What brings you here so late?” asked the
ponderous mortician. As he spoke, drawing out the sentence to epic
proportions, I looked quickly around the street nervously but saw
no sign of our pursuer.

“Always on the job,” I said, cutting Percy
off as he tried to ask a question. “Very important things to do—but
we’re more of observers than anything else. I’ll let Percy tell you
more clearly why we’ve come.” John and I looked at Percy and
smiled. He returned the gesture with a look of mounting confusion.
“You do know why we’re here?” I confirmed.

“Yes,” he said uncertainly, “we’re here to
see Mr. Beard.”

“Mr. Beard has gone home for the evening,”
said the fat man.

“I thought he was dead,” said John.

“Mr. Beard is dead?” asked the mortician in
horror, drawing back and putting a hand on his chest.

“Not that one,” said Percy quickly. “Harold
Beard. He died two days ago in Bath, and we were told you’d have
him by now.”

“Mr. Beard is here?” I asked,
astonished.

“No,” droned the mortician, regaining his
composure, “he’s gone home for the evening. I am Mr.
Spilsbury.”

“Not that Beard,” said John, “the dead one.
Harry Beard.”

“Harold Beard arrived this afternoon,”
nodded the mortician. “We haven’t yet had a chance to dress him
properly, however—we were intending to work on the body
tomorrow.”

“I see,” I said, thinking. It occurred to me
that I still did not know why we were here, so I turned back to the
frightened young man at my side. “Percy?”

“Yes,” said Percy, almost stumbling over the
word, “I’m here—“

“We’re here,” I interjected.

“—on the errand of Mr.
Gaddie. He sent me—us—just to check on things, and to make sure all
was in order for a funeral tomorrow evening.”

“Tomorrow evening?” mused Spilsbury, tapping
his enormous chin with a plump finger. “It will be difficult, but I
trust we can arrange it. There is no family, I understand?”

“There is an Oliver Beard,” John
interjected. “A nephew, I believe.”

“Though he may also be dead,” I said.

“I would appreciate it if he were,” said
Percy anxiously, shooting me a quick glance.

“I’ll see what I can do,” I replied.

“There is also a niece,” said Percy to the
fat mortician, “that we hadn’t been aware of until this morning—a
Beatrice Beard.”

“Nice name,” said John, “though I think she
should have gone with ‘Anne.’”

“Two, or possibly one, family member,” said
Spilsbury, ticking items off a list in his mind. “A representative
from Plumb & Gaddie—you, I presume—and five of our house
mourners, tomorrow evening.” I glanced quickly around the street
again and was alarmed to see a dark figure picking its way
cautiously toward us in the shadows. “We shall arrange it in full,”
said the mortician. “Would you like to view the body as well?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” I said, pulling
John and Percy with me as I stepped up into the doorway. Mr.
Spilsbury stepped back in surprise, and I hastily shut the door
behind us.

“What’s this?”

“We would like to view the body,” I replied,
peeking out through the curtain, “exactly as you suggested.”

“I did not mean right at this moment,” he
said, “but tomorrow during the funeral.”

“Another excellent idea,” I said, slapping
him lightly on his meaty shoulder. “But we would also like to see
it tonight, if we may, just to make sure everything’s in tip-top
shape.”

“It’s a corpse,” said John, “how tip-top
could it be?”

“Not very,” said Spilsbury, pulling out a
handkerchief to wipe his brow. “We haven’t even opened the coffin
yet, so it hasn’t been prepared—if you will only wait until
tomorrow evening the body will be cleaned, dressed, and properly
arranged.”

“I’m afraid we must see it tonight,” I said,
“on the orders of Mr. Gaddie.”

“Very well,” said Spilsbury slowly, “I’ll
take you to the dressing room.” He turned and led us down the hall,
pausing to turn up a lamp and bring it along to light the way. The
mortuary hall was dark and ornate, filled with heavy picture frames
and expensive flower arrangements. We passed two doors on the left
and one on the right before making a sharp right turn to a small
hallway and a locked door. He opened it, and we followed him into
the room beyond, where we were greeted by a strong scent of decay
only marginally masked by powerful perfume. A row of polished,
gilded coffins lay on shelves in the back of the room, and three
plain wooden boxes, still nailed shut, lay on tables in the center
of the room. The smells in the room were so strong I had to cough,
steadying myself against the wall.

“Mr. Beard is right here,” said the
mortician, moving slowly toward the nearest coffin and taking up a
pry bar.

“Not to worry,” I cried, stepping in front
of the mortician and taking the pry bar from him. “We can handle it
all from here, thank you.” I pushed him toward the door. “I’m sure
you have plenty of other things to do that are more important than
looking at dead people with us. We’ll call you when we’re done.” I
pushed him out of the room before he could respond and bolted the
door shut behind him. I leaned against the door and let out a sigh
of relief.

“Why do you want to see the body?” asked
John.

“I don’t,” I said, setting aside the pry
bar, “but it was all I could think of. Somebody was outside
following us.”

“One of the, ah...?” John looked at Percy,
then back at me. “You know.”

“Perhaps, or perhaps it was the Inspector—or
it might have been the Peruvian god of parakeets. It wouldn’t
exactly be out of place with the past few days.”

“Is that you, Frederick?” said Percy, his
eyes wide.

“Of course, it is,” I said, waving him off,
“and this is John. John, meet Percival Gaddie.”

“Pleased to meet you, my dear laddie” said
John.

“You’re supposed to be dead,” said Percy in
amazement. “Gwendolyn said that—”

“Gwendolyn said that I that I died in
prison?”

“Yes, of consumption.”

“I’m sure she’d like to think so, but I’m
very much alive—and you, Percy, have done a very bad thing.”

He shrank back, like a dog who knows that it
is about to be punished, and why.

“I did?” he asked, poorly feigning
innocence.

“You helped that treacherous sister of yours
forge identifying documents for Beatrice Beard, this man’s
long-lost niece.” I thumped the coffin. “She must have told you all
about Oliver Beard and our plan, correct?”

Percy nodded, still cringing.

“So you must have known that it was my plan
and my money—or at least my claim on Harry’s money. But you thought
that as long as I died yesterday it would be fine, and I guess I
can't fault you for that.”

“But she said you died three—“ Percy clamped
his hands over his mouth, eyes wide with terror.

“What?” I leapt at him but he ran around the
table, keeping his hands tightly over his mouth. I chased him
between the wooden coffins, finally catching him and tearing his
hands away from his face. “What was that? When did she say I
died?”

Percy smiled so nervously I expected him to
soil his trousers, but all that escaped was a thin, reedy laugh. I
glared at him more sternly.

“You are going to tell me, Percy, or I am
going to hurt you.”

“Three weeks ago,” he said, still smiling in
the way one smiles at large, vicious dog. “She said you were dead
in prison, and showed me one of the early documents you’d practiced
on so I could get the information right.”

“Three weeks ago! I wasn’t even in prison
yet three weeks ago, let alone dead. She was planning to take my
share of the money the whole time.”

“I didn’t know,” cried Percy, “I swear I
didn’t!”

“What else would she be making false
documents for?” I asked. “You don’t just hang them on the walls for
the guests to look at.”

“You could use them as targets to throw a
book at,” said John cheerily.

“She didn’t stay long enough to tell me her
plans,” said Percy. “She showed me one practice document, took the
other, and returned to Bath the same day. It wasn’t until she
arrived yesterday and told me Mr. Beard had died that I realized
what she was doing.”

I froze. “What do you mean, the ‘other’
practice document?”

“She had another of your documents with her,
something about pigs, but she took it home. Is that important?”

I let go of Percy and staggered back,
aghast.

“Betrayed again! Doubly betrayed!”

“Isn’t this triply by now?” asked John.

“She asked you for false papers three weeks
ago, knowing that I would be unable to retrieve the money myself.
And why would I be unable?”

“Because you were in prison!” shouted John,
enjoying the intrigue immensely.

“And why was I in prison?”

“Because you—“ John froze, his finger still
in the air. “You’ve never told me why you were in prison. Jealous
father or something, I think.”

“Not jealous,” I said, “observant.” I
pointed at Percy. “Your father found one of my practice forgeries
in the bank, just over two weeks ago. Your unimaginably evil sister
left it there, on purpose, to get me arrested. The spiteful
demoness!”

“You’re one to talk,” said John, leaning on
a coffin, “you’re a vampire.”

“You’re a vampire?” cried Percy.

“Of course I’m not a vampire, and I will
thank you, John, to stop bringing it up.”

“He’s laying low,” John explained to Percy.
“He was just confronted by a vampire hunter—very sticky situation,
as I’m sure you’ll understand.”

“A vampire,” said Percy in horrified wonder.
“When I heard the story, I thought it was just an
exaggeration.”

“What story?”

“You haven’t heard? You rose from your grave
and joined a coven of them. A gravedigger in Bath swears he saw the
whole thing.”

“Gustav,” I sighed, rubbing my temples.
“That’s the last thing I need right now.”

“That’s probably why Inspector Herring came
looking for you,” said John.

“Yes, but the constables are sure to see
through it,” I said. “They’ll know I faked the whole thing, and
come looking for me as well.”

“Vampires,” Percy repeated, still in shock.
“Was there actually a coven of them?” He took a frightened step
back. “Did you actually join it?”

“He’s practically in charge of it,” said
John.

“Will you please stop that?” I asked. “I’m
not in charge of any covens.”

“And all this time I thought he’d just
stolen your corpse,” said Percy.

“The gravedigger?” I asked.

“No, the ‘Bath ghoul,’ they’re calling
him—he’s been stealing bodies and body parts for over a week.
Surely you’ve heard.”

“Chief Constable Barrow said something about
it, but I was in a prison for two weeks, and after that I was in a
coffin. I haven’t heard much of the local gossip.”

“It seems to me that being in a coffin would
be an ideal place to learn about a ghoul, actually,” said John.
“You’re bound to run into him sooner or later.”

“Yes, well I didn’t, obviously.”

“But everyone thought you did,” said Percy.
“None of us believed the vampire story when we heard it—who would?
We thought the ghoul had gotten you. Wait till I tell them the
vampire version was the real one.”

“I’m not a vampire!”

A knock sounded politely on the door.

“Are you quite finished?” asked the
mortician slowly.

“Almost!” shouted John, and reached for the
pry bar. “Let’s get this open and get out of here.”

“I told you, I don’t actually want to see
the body.”

“Of course not, but if we spend all this
time in here and the mortician finds out we never looked at the
body, he’s going to ask some very difficult questions.”

“Maybe we just like spending time in
mortuaries?”

“That’s disgusting,” said Percy with a
grimace.

“All right, “I conceded, “let’s open it up
and go.” I grabbed the pry bar and started working it under the lid
of the coffin. “Funny--last time I did this I was on the
inside.”

Percy moaned and sat down.

“Why are you here anyway?” I asked, grunting
as I worked.

“The London office of Plumb & Gaddie is
handling all of his Mr. Beard’s affairs,” said Percy, “thanks,
apparently, to your illegal additions to the will. My uncle is the
executor, but he assigned me to oversee all the minor details, like
the funeral. It was just easier that way, I suppose.”

“Yes, easy,” I said, levering open the lid.
“Harry’s dead body is the only easy thing about this entire thing
that's easy—” I stopped, staring at the open box. “Harry’s body is
not inside this coffin.”

“What’s that?” said Percy, jumping to his
feet.

The coffin was about half full of dirt, but
no body. I thrust my hand into it, sifting around, and found
nothing.

“Where’s Harry?” asked John.

“This is very bad,” I said lowly.

“Oh dear,” said Percy, sitting back down and
almost swooning.

“He’s gone,” said John. “The Bath ghoul must
have stolen him before he was even brought here! He filled it with
dirt to give it weight, so no one would be suspicious.”

“Well, what are we going to do?” I
whispered, glancing at the door.

“We’ve got to tell the mortician,” said
John.

“You were afraid of what he’d think if we
didn’t actually look at the corpse, and now you want to tell him
that we’ve just spent ten minutes alone with it and now it’s
gone?”

“When you put it like that it does sound
rather suspicious, doesn’t it?”

“What is my uncle going to say?” Percy asked
himself.

“He’s going to say, ‘thank you Percy, for
kindly admitting to over a week’s worth of morgue burglaries in the
charming town of Bath,’” I said, mimicking Mr. Gaddie’s voice.
“’Since you’ve obviously stolen this corpse, we may as well charge
you and your friends here for all the others as well.’” I paused.
“Even worse, he’ll say that without a body there’s no proof the
man’s even dead, so no inheritance for anyone.”

“That would teach Gwendolyn a lesson,” said
John.

“No!” Percy shouted. “I’m not a ghoul or a
graverobber! I’m in this too deep already—I have to explain it all
and get out!” He bolted for the door but I leapt to catch him,
tackling him to the ground.

“Percy! Pull yourself together!”

“Or go to jail forever,” added John.

“Is there a problem?” said the mortician
from the hallway.

All three of us answered in unison:
“No.”

“Listen,” I whispered, pulling Percy to his
feet and looking at John. “We need a plan, and we need it very,
very quickly.”

“We’ll use one of the other corpses,” said
John. “Just dump out the dirt, plop in one of these other dead
people, and we’re in the clear.”

“We can rearrange corpses as much as we’d
like,” I said, “but we still come up with an extra coffin—which is
the same thing, from anybody else’s point of view, as having one
less body in here when we leave than when we entered.”

“So let’s take the coffin with us,” said
John.

“Are you insane?”

“We tell him there was a problem with
Harry’s body,” said John, “so we need to take the coffin back to
the bank. It’s easy.”

“So you’re not content with implied
suspicion of corpse robbery, and you want the mortician to actually
see us leave with the coffin?”

“Is there any other option?” asked John.

“What would a bank possibly want with a
corpse?”

“I don’t know, verification of death or some
such thing—for legal purposes. Anything to get us out of here. Then
we take the coffin with us to Bath, find the ghoul, put Harry’s
body back inside, bring it back, and claim the inheritance.”

“That’s the most ridiculous plan I’ve ever
heard,” I said.

“Do you have a better one?”

“No. That’s the most ridiculous part about
it.”

“We’re not actually considering this!” cried
Percy.

“Yes we are,” I said, repositioning the lid.
“And we’re taking it to your house. Do you live far away?”
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Mr. Spilsbury frowned at us, his bushy brow
furrowed and his fat lower lip protruding in a most suspicious
manner. “You want to take him with you?”

I nodded, keeping a tight grip on Percy’s
arm. John smiled broadly.

“There are certain forms that must be filled
out in such a case,” said John, talking as rapidly as the mortician
talked slowly. “When a man of such station dies, completely
unaffiliated and with no will or viable heirs, the situation gets
very complicated. Have you ever dealt with this kind of situation
before?”

“Well, I don’t....”

“Exactly,” said John. “We need to cross
reference his certificate of death with that of his birth, and
enter the dissolution papers—in triplicate—in the royal registry,
and above all else we have to properly identify the body, notarized
by the signatures of at least four close personal acquaintances,
none of whom are in this room, unless you care to go on royal
record saying that this dead man is who he claims to be, and not a
fraud?”

“A fraud?”

“I won’t say it doesn’t happen,” said John
wistfully, “but that’s our job—making sure that even if it does, it
isn’t easy for them to get away with.”

“For who to...what?”

“I don’t have time to explain it all again,”
John said curtly, and turned to face us. “Shall we be off,
then?”

I patted Percy on the shoulder one final
time before picking up an edge of the coffin. John and Percy lifted
other parts of it and we moved toward the back door. Mr. Spilsbury,
more surprised than anything else—and still puzzling out John’s
explanation—moved aside.

“We’ll come round with the proper release
form in a day or so,” John called back. “I’m afraid this will
postpone the funeral a bit, but all in good time.” We almost
dropped the coffin while trying to balance it and open the door,
but after a moment we slipped out into the small, dark street
behind the mortuary and closed the door behind us.

“This is horrible,” said Percy, biting his
lip as we shuffled heavily through the shadows. “I don’t think we
even have a corpse release form—how am I supposed to bring him
one?”

“You can’t blame me,” said John, almost
stumbling over a loose cobblestone. “Two bankers in the room and
you leave the deception to a poet.”

“I suppose we’re lucky you didn’t explain it
to him in rhyming couplets.”

“I can’t believe I’m doing this,” said
Percy. “What will Mr. Gaddie say? Or Mr. Plumb?”

“They won’t say anything if they don’t find
out,” I said. “All you have to do is tell them the body isn’t quite
ready, and the funeral will have to be later in the week. As long
as they never actually talk to the mortuary we’re fine.”

“They never do,” said Percy, “I’ve been
handling the whole thing.”

“And you will continue to do so, until John
and I return with a corpse. We’ll leave for Bath first thing
tomorrow, and return as soon as we find whoever took the body.”

“You make it sound so easy,” said Percy,
grunting with the weight. “If it really is a ghoul, then...well,
you know what ghouls do with dead bodies.”

“Eat them?” asked John.

“I don’t have the stomach for this
conversation,” said Percy, his face ashen.

“Let us hope that the ghoul didn’t have the
stomach for Harry,” I said.

“This entire affair is absolutely horrible,”
said Percy, letting go of the coffin. “I refuse to be a part of
it.”

John and I reeled under the sudden
redistribution of weight, almost dropping the coffin. The streets
by now were, thankfully, empty, and we had thus far seen no sign of
our mysterious follower. When John and I finally regained control
of the coffin we set it down, panting, and sat upon it to rest.

“How much farther to your home, Percy?”

“Not far at all—but I tell you, I don’t want
it in my house!”

“Would rather we leave it on the front step
where the neighbors can see?” I asked.

“It won’t be in your house for long,” said
John. “We’ve got to take it with us to Bath, or we’ll have no way
of bringing the body back to London.”

“All right then,” said Percy, wringing his
hands nervously, “you can keep it there the night—but tomorrow
morning it goes, and you with it!”

“Then let’s be off,” I said, “but I say we
dump out the dirt first—it’s heavy, and there’s no sense in keeping
it.”

“The river’s not far from here,” said John,
“we can dump it in there and leave no suspicious piles of dirt
lying in the street.”

“Good idea.”

We hauled the coffin up to our shoulders and
carried it down the road to the side of the river, but just as we
were once again working to pry the lid off, a footstep sounded
behind us, and a constable walked past. I immediately hid my
face.

“What’s this?” the man asked.

“Coffin,” said Percy, teeth chattering.

“Just resting,” said John, smiling as
always. “Hard work, carrying these around. Wish I’d gone to school
like Mum always told me, and I’d have got a real job.”

“Why were you opening it?”

“We weren’t opening it,” said John. “At
least, I wasn’t opening it.”

“I wasn’t opening it,” I mumbled. “We’re you
opening it, Percy?”

“Why would I open a coffin!” he cried, with
a little too much emotion.

“Well,” said John to the constable, “there
you are. We’ll just be on our way.”

We picked up the coffin again and hurried
off, glancing back to see if the constable was following us. He
watched until we rounded the corner, but never moved to stop
us.

“This way,” said Percy, “my house is just
over here.”

Percy’s house was, in fact, a rather small
apartment on a quiet street, dimly lit by street lamps. We raced up
the road as quickly and nonchalantly as is possible while carrying
a coffin, and Percy rang the bell.

“You don’t have a key?”

“My hands are full—it's easier to just let
Gwen open it.”

“Gwen’s here?” I asked in shock, but it was
too late. A clatter of footsteps rang out from within, followed by
the click of the bolt and the door swinging open. There in the
light of the porch stood Gwendolyn, blonde hair let down and
already in her night dress, a wide smile on her face.

“Percy!” The smile turned momentarily to
confusion. “Coffin?” Then she saw me, and her confusion plummeted
abruptly into horror. “Frederick!” She tried to slam the door, but
by now we were already pushing our way through, and she succeeded
only in smashing Percy’s fingers against the door frame.

“Aaaaah!” he screamed, pulling his hand free
and jumping back, knocking John aside and causing the coffin to
fall with a loud thud. Percy lurched toward the door only to be
cracked on the nose as Gwendolyn struggled to slam it again. I
lunged forward, diving across the length of the coffin and
inserting myself awkwardly in the doorway. Gwendolyn, her face no
more than a foot from mine, stared at me in shock, but slowly
forced herself to smile.

“Hello, Freddy—I thought you were dead.”

“You said ringing would be easier, Percy,” I
said. “I can’t imagine what you go through when you use your
keys.”

At this point Percy, still yelping with
pain, tumbled over the top of me and through the door, and I turned
to see that John had pushed him, and was now pushing the coffin
through as well.

“The fellow across the street is giving us
odd looks through his curtain,” John said. “We need to get out of
sight.”

I helped him push the coffin through, though
we had to prop it up on one end to fit into the entryway and close
the door. Percy had gone to get himself a block of ice from the
icebox, and John shook out his hair and bowed to Gwen. She paused,
smiling uncertainly, but John said nothing.

“Welcome to my brother’s home,” she said,
curtsying.

“While you are here, I’ll never roam,” said
John.

Gwen wrinkled her brow, as if uncertain she
had heard him properly. I sighed and gestured between them.

“John, meet Gwendolyn Gaddie.”

“Yes, the house is rather nice,” she said to
him, perplexed.

“For us it will more than suffice.”

Gwen kept her eyes and smile on John, but
spoke to me from the side of her mouth

“What’s going on, Freddy?”

“Perhaps you should sit,” said John, “you
seem unsteady.”

I sighed. “And Gwen, meet John Keats. Now,
may we come farther in than just the entryway?” I asked. “There is
a very long story we need to tell each other, and I don’t want to
tell it standing next to an upended coffin.”

“Of course,” said Gwendolyn, turning, but
before she moved more than a step or two she stopped and turned
back, pointing at the coffin. “Is that...yours.”

“No,” I assured her. “I'm not dead.”

“he's undead,” said John. “The differences
are subtle but important.”

I rolled my eyes. “I told you, Gwen, it’s a
very long story.”

Gwen took us into the sitting room and ran
off to get a proper robe. Percy wandered back into the room, a
piece of ice wrapped in a towel and held tightly to his throbbing
hand. “Did you explain it to her yet?”

“I intend to give her the short version, and
then wring some truth out of her side of things.”

“What truth is there to wring that you don’t
already know?” Gwen asked, returning and sitting on a large rocking
chair. “I heard you’d died in prison, so I was forced to claim the
money for myself—you must have guessed that much by now, and I’m
sure you’d have done the same if I had died in prison.”

“But how could you have known three weeks
ago that it would come to death, let alone prison?”

She managed to maintain most of her
composure. “Three weeks ago?”

“Percy told me about the papers he drew
up—and the forgery of mine you planted in your father’s bank.”

Gwendolyn shot a fierce glare at Percy, who
curled up defensively in his chair.

“It’s...it’s not what it looks like,” said
Gwendolyn, searching for words, “I realize that the evidence points
to a plot against you, but—“

“You’ve got The Lady’s latest novel!” cried
John, spying a book on the end table and snatching it up. “I wish I
knew her real name, but I suppose women have to use pseudonyms to
get published. What’s this one...‘Emma.’ Is it any good?”

“Oh it’s marvelous,” said Gwen, eyes
suddenly softening and a smile spreading over her face. “Her best
yet. You’ve read The Lady’s work? It’s so lovely—I can’t get
enough! I’ve already read Mansfield Park four times.”

“I can’t say that I care much for them,”
said John, thumbing through the book with more interest than his
words would imply. “There’s something so anemic about her stories.
Very simple and lovely, but there’s no despair—no horror.”

“I have to disagree,” Gwen protested. “What
could be more cause for despair than losing the rich man you
love?”

“Dying slowly of a terminal illness,” said
John with relish. “I got very excited when Jane Bennet came down
with a debilitating cold, but she got better and nothing
interesting came of it.”

“Nonsense. She got to stay in a gentleman’s
house and have him care for her, thus bringing her closer to her
fortune—I thought it was a brilliant plan.”

“In your case,” I said, “it seems like you’d
be the one to give him a cold, refuse to care for him, and then lay
claim to his money once he’s died.”

“You mistake my intentions, Freddy,” she
pouted. “I didn’t mean to take your share of the money, and I
didn’t have you thrown into prison.”

“You planted the evidence that did,” I said,
“and if I hadn’t faked my death you’d probably have found a way to
kill me, too. You seemed awfully certain that I was already dead
when you arrived at the prison yesterday, in fact—did you somehow
arrange to kill me and got Bloody Toby instead?”

“Why, the very idea!” exclaimed Gwen.

“Don’t act so innocent,” I said, “because
nobody believes it. You’d be dancing on my grave right now if I
hadn’t crawled out of it.”

“Oh yes,” she said, eyes downcast, “you’re a
vampire.”

“And I’m not a vampire,” I said, gritting my
teeth, “but first things first: I want you to tell me why you
betrayed me.”

“Oh, I’m so sorry, Frederick,” she cried,
“but I couldn’t help myself! Ninety thousand pounds is so little
these days, and split between two people—“

“Ninety thousand pounds is little?” I asked
in disbelief. “We could have bought our own estate with that—Percy,
tell her what ninety thousand pounds is worth.”

“A great deal,” he said irritably. “Say what
you want about the recession and the end of the war—and our uncle
says a great deal about it, I assure you—ninety thousand pounds has
not ceased to be a ridiculously large sum of money.”

“Precisely,” I said, throwing wide my arms.
“Whether we keep it together or split it and never see each other
again, it’s still enough money for anything you could ever
want.”

“Oh, but it’s not,” cried Gwen, “and it
would be the end of my money. If only you would read The Lady’s
books, you would see! With half ninety thousand pounds I have
scarcely anything but society’s pity, but with a full ninety
thousand pounds I have prospects of marriage to someone even
wealthier.”

“And what are you possibly going to spend
all of that money on?” I asked. “And how long before you grow tired
of that man’s fortune, and dispose of him so you can marry someone
else?”

“Oh, I would never consider such a thing,”
she said, placing her hand on her chin, “but...that is not to say
that I would refuse to marry a very old man, who was very rich, and
thus acquire his fortune before he passed on.”

“I can’t believe I’m hearing this!” said
Percy, standing and pacing. “At what point did I get pulled into
this dark and devious world full of thieves and schemes and empty
coffins?”

“Isn’t it wonderful?” cried John, feverishly
sharpening his charcoal pencil. “I can hardly get it all down!”

“I hardly feel safe anymore,” Percy
continued, stopping his pacing and staring at me. “And you’re a
vampire! What am I supposed to do with a vampire in my house? Offer
you a pipe and a chilled virgin? At least you brought your own
coffin, because I have nowhere else for you to sleep. But you know
what they say about vampires—let one in, and they all expect the
same hospitality. Soon I’ll have a whole pack of them beating down
my door and asking where I keep the defenseless maidens—“

Percy’s tirade was abruptly interrupted by a
mighty crash from the entryway, and moments later a dark form burst
into the room, its face obscured in the shadow of a wide-brimmed
hat, with a long greatcoat billowing behind like a cloak. Gwen
screamed and jumped behind her chair, whereas Percy screamed and
merely stood there, frozen in place while the charging intruder
barreled into him and knocked him aside.

“A coffin!” the vampire hunter roared, and
pulled a long wooden stake from the recesses of his greatcoat. “So
I have found you at last, child of night!” He ran at me, stake
upraised and ready to strike. I rolled aside, dropping to the
floor, and Inspector Herring plunged the stake deep into the
stuffing of the chair, precisely where my chest had lain only
moments ago.

“You cannot run from me, vampire!” the
hunter cried again, abandoning his stake and pulling out a vial of
water. “You cannot carry your coffin around in the middle of London
without being seen.”

“It was you at the mortuary!” cried
John.

“What mortuary?” asked the hunter. I stood
up, and the man uncapped the vial and splashed its contents in my
face. “Take that, demon!”

I sighed, and wiped the water from my face
with the corner of my sleeve. “Not you again.”

“What’s this?” he said, eyes widening in
surprise. “That’s holy water! Why aren’t you writhing in pain?”

“Because I’m not a vampire, you nitwit.”

“Not a vampire? Then why did you fear the
wooden stake?”

“Are you mad?” I asked, pulling the stake
from the stuffed chair. “This is a pointed stick—anyone would be
afraid if a lunatic attacked him with it.” I poked him in the arm
with the stake.

“Ouch!”

“There—are you a vampire?”

“Of course not!”

I poked him again.

“Stop doing that!”

“If you’re not a vampire then you shouldn’t
mind it, right?”

He pulled out a cross and held it up before
him like a ward, slowly backing away.

“Stay back, vampire—perhaps you can
withstand holy water, but not the sign of the cross!”

“How many times do I have to tell you that
I’m not a vampire?” I asked, seething with frustration. “Will this
prove it to you?” I reached forward and plucked the cross from his
hands, displayed that I was touching it without incident, and
tapped it against my head like a hammer. “See? Nothing.”

The vampire hunter gasped.

“It’s true—you are the Great One.”

“What?”

“The others,” he said, taking another step
back, now almost treading on John’s toes. “When I caught them they
pled for their lives, saying that you were the Great One, and a
better prize than they.”

“That’s loyalty for you,” said John
derisively.

“I have heard the prophecies of the Great
One,” the Inspector continued. “Immune to the powers of holy water
and the cross, unaffected by garlic, and able to stand the light of
day. Why, here alone you have three innocents in thrall to you,
carrying out your unholy commands, and goodness knows how many
other servants you’ve already overpowered.”

“Unholy commands?” said Gwen in anger.
“Frederick, how dare you? I won’t stand for it!”

“I haven’t even asked you to get me a glass
of water,” I said defensively, “let alone desecrate a church or
anything.”

“And one of them an innocent damsel!” the
Inspector cried, as if noticing Gwendolyn for the first time. He
walked toward her but stopped short, wary. “Are you...under his
power?”

“Decidedly not!” she retorted, turning back
to me. “The very idea, Frederick, controlling me with your
mind—“

“I’ve done nothing!”

“If I may offer to you my defense, madam,”
the Inspector said, bowing slightly, “I am Tristan Herring,
Inspector from the royal court of the Prince Regent.”

“Tristan the herring inspector?” asked Gwen,
frowning. “How do you intend to protect me from a vampire?”

“No,” he said, caught off guard, “What I
mean to say is, my name is Tristan Herring, and I’m an Inspector of
the court, meaning commissioned by the court, vampires being
my—“

“Don’t listen to him, Gwen,” I said, casting
aside the stake. “Whether or not I’m a vampire—and I’m not a
vampire—you still need my help.”

“I certainly do not need your help,” she
said, turning to me. “You’re dead, remember? Beatrice is the only
one who matters now.”

“I think not,” I said, pointing at the
coffin. ”That’s Harry’s, and he’s not in it.”

“What?” she asked, her brow furrowing in
confusion. “Who is, then?”

“Nobody,” I answered, “and I think you know
what that means.”

Gwendolyn pondered it for a moment, and when
the realization struck her her eyes widened and her mouth dropped
open.

“Right, then,” she said, spinning and
pushing Herring toward the door, “all is well here, he’s not a
vampire, thank you very much for coming, do drop in again.” The
Inspector protested weakly, but in his confusion was unable to
resist and soon found himself on the porch.

“I’ll be back, demon!” he cried, struggling
to find his voice, “and when I do you’ll wish you weren’t...back,
too, because I’ll...”

Gwen closed the door as best she could, the
lock having been broken when the Inspector burst in. In the end she
merely tipped the coffin against it to hold it shut.

“Horrible exit line,” said John, furiously
transcribing the whole thing onto the flap of his vest. “I’ll have
to fix that up later.”

“You’ve escaped me tonight!” came the cry
from outside, “but I shall gather my forces and return, sooner than
you think, and you shall know the sharpened stake of justice!”

“That’s actually not too bad,” conceded
John, tapping his lip with his pencil. “All I need now is a rhyme
for ‘justice.’ ‘Augustus?’ ‘Bodice?’”

“Tell me,” Gwen demanded, her hands on her
hips, “what you’ve done with Harry Beard’s body.”

“Nothing,” I said, righting a table that had
been knocked over in the struggle. “The body was gone by the time
we found the coffin. We think the Bath ghoul must have gotten to it
before it was ever shipped to London.”

“The Bath ghoul?” she said. “Then what are
we to do? With no body we shall have no inheritance!”

“That is why you still need me,” I said,
walking to Percy’s coat closet. “John and I leave for Bath
tomorrow, to find the body and return it to the mortuary. We’ll
need disguises for that, or at least I will—if anyone in Bath
recognizes me, I’ll be back in prison before you can blink, and I
doubt I could successfully fake my death twice in the same prison.”
I pulled a heavy winter cloak from the closet and pulled it around
me, turning up the collar to further hide my face. “A good hat and
I’ll be completely obscured.”

“I’m coming with you,”
said Gwen. “Three of us will find the body faster than
two.”

“No, you have to stay here.”

“It’s too dangerous,” said John, “and a
lovely lady like yourself must be kept safe.” He smiled debonairly,
but Gwen only groaned.

“Then what am I to do?” Gwen asked. “Why do
you need me at all?”

“Because,” I said, “as you have pointed out,
I am dead. Both of me. I need you to claim the money once it
becomes available, and I need you to help Percy,” I continued,
gesturing at the young man still unconscious behind a chair. “He
needs to set up half of Beatrice’s inheritance to a fund in honor
of her dear departed brother Oliver, and he needs to do it without
ever letting slip to his superiors that Harry Beard’s body is lost.
Keep him quiet, or nobody gets any money at all.”

“And how can you be sure I won’t betray you
again, left to my own devices?”

“Because the corpse will remain missing
until I get a very good look at the banking arrangements.”

“Good plan,” she admitted.

“And you, John, have an errand to run
tonight.”

“A carriage,” he said knowingly. “I’ll drag
Winston from his bed if I have to, and we’ll be on our way to Bath
before Inspector Herring can sharpen another stake.” He stood and
walked to the door.

“And be careful,” I warned. “If Herring
wasn’t the mysterious figure at the mortuary, then someone else is
following us as well.”

“Who isn’t?” John said cheerfully, and moved
aside the coffin and slipped out into the night.

 


 



 Day 3

January 22, 1817

Hie thee from this place!

They are all here tonight, the whole
bloodthirsty race!

 


 



 Bath

Afternoon

 


We arrived in Bath in mid-afternoon the
following day, and John and I were both famished for lack of lunch.
Winston, our driver, took us to a small, greasy pub, though he
refused to eat with us, and when we finished our meal and went
outside we found the carriage gone and the coffin stashed by the
dustbins in the neighboring alley.

“Looks like he’s left us,” said John,
sitting on the coffin and leaning against the side of the pub.
“What now?

“I think it best that we find Gustav,” I
answered. “He buries most of the people in Bath—he even buried me,
though it wasn’t part of our agreement. If anyone is likely to know
of the Bath ghoul it will be him.”

“Sounds fair enough,” said John. “And what
of this?” he asked, tapping the coffin beneath him. “We can’t very
well parade through the city with it, but we don't want it stolen,
either.”

“Why would anyone a box of dirt? There’s
dirt everywhere.”

“But this dirt comes with its own box.”

In that moment a constable walked by,
swinging his billy club and whistling. I hung my head and kicked
John, as the constable sauntered down the alley toward us.

“Pretend you’re drunk,” John whispered.
“I’ll handle him.”

“Good afternoon,” said the constable. “How’s
everything with you chaps?”

“Just hoping for a few scraps,” said
John.

I kicked him again.

“Beggars, heh? Not causing any trouble, I
hope?”

“Beggars, sir? Do you take me for a
misanthrope?”

“A misan—what?”

“That’s what I thought.”

“Now see here,” said the constable, “I’ll
not be treated like this!”

“Forgive me, sir, I have spoken amiss.”

“Err.... All right.”

“Well, good night!”

The constable frowned. “You there,” he said,
pointing at me. “Why is he rhyming like that?”

I slumped farther, trying my best to seem
drunk and avoid showing my face.

“Rhyming?” said John. “We’re just having a
little chat.”

“All right, that’s enough—stop rhyming!”

“I will—and you’ve got perfect timing.”

“Neville!” called a voice from the street.
John and the constable turned to look. “Neville, is that you?” I
peeked cautiously out of my cloak and saw three more constables in
the street, watching us.

“Half a moment,” said the constable, and
walked back out to the street. The four constables clustered in a
group to speak, and I strained to hear them.

“What was that about, Neville?” asked the
first.

“Nothing but a drunk and a devil—oh, bloody
hell, now I’m doing it.”

“We’ve been given special orders,” said the
third constable, “from a Royal Inspector.”

“If his name was Hector,” said Neville, “I’m
going home.”

“His name was Herring.”

I gasped, and John and I began inching our
way toward the other end of the alley.

“Remember the convict that died yesterday?”
asked the third constable.

“Frederick Whithers?” asked Neville,
sounding suddenly fearful. “The one who became a vampire?”

“Don’t be an idiot,” said the fourth.
“There’s no such thing. Everybody knows the Bath ghoul took
him.”

“You're both idiots,” said the second. “He
probably faked the whole thing to escape.”

They’ve discovered me! I thought. We moved
farther down the alley.

“Don’t be too quick to assume things,” said
the third man. “Inspector Herring seems very serious. There’s a
lady with him, a Miss Gwendolyn Gaddie, and they’ve asked every
constable in Bath to look for this Whithers.” He held up his billy
club. “Armed as necessary.”

Suddenly John stopped, grabbing my arm, and
gestured back at the coffin. I growled, rolled my eyes, and then
followed him back—slowly, so as not to attract attention—and we
began to pick it up.

“Did they say anything about him?” asked
Neville, “what he was wearing, perhaps?”

“A long black cloak,” the constable said,
“and he’s likely to be carrying a coffin, which makes sense, I
suppose. It does seem to corroborate the vampire story.”

We eased up the heavy coffin and began to
creep quietly back toward the far end of the alley.

“We really need to dump out this dirt,” said
John.

“Keep quiet!” I hissed.

“If it really is a vampire,” said Neville,
“then it seems to me we ought to sharpen our clubs. You know, into
stakes?”

“And, oh!” said the third constable, now
barely on the edge of my hearing, “one other thing: it seems he’s
got a friend that rhymes all the time.”

“Really?” asked Neville. “The chap I was
just talking with rhymed everything I said.” He pointed down the
alley, and all four constables looked at us and the heavy coffin in
our arms.

“Time to run,” I said.

The constables called out to us to stop, and
I pushed faster toward the end of the alley. John stumbled, running
backward, flailing to keep his feet.

“We’ve got to switch!” he shouted.

“There’s no time!”

“Then we’ll turn,” he said, and ran to the
left. I struggled to follow, but he continued to the left and we
staggered about in a wide circle. “Don’t follow me!” John shouted,
“I’m trying to turn us!”

“How can you turn us if I don’t follow
you?”

“We’re heading back toward the
constables!”

“You’re the one leading,” I shouted, “not
me.”

“How can I lead if I’m facing backward?”

“Now you know why we’re running in
circles.”

“Stop!” shouted Neville, the others close on
his heels.

“Run laterally,” shouted John, “so we’re
both facing forward!”

“You mean sideways?”

“That’s close enough!” The constables were
gaining fast, clubs raised and whistles blowing, and we turned and
ran straight toward them. “Now try to look vampiric!”

“I'm not the Great One!”

“They don't know that!”

“Stop!” shouted Neville, nearly upon us.

“I can’t believe this,” I muttered, then
shouted, “Blood! Blood for the Lord of the Night!”

“Blarg!” shouted John, snarling viciously.
“We’ll eat your souls!”

“Your blood, he means!”

“We’ll eat your blood! Or drink it! I'm not
very good at this!”

The constables cried out in a panic, faces
white, and paused only a moment before turning and fleeing away
from us. They bolted into the alley and we kept going past it,
snarling and muttering whatever bloodthirsty nonsense came into our
heads, until we heard the police whistles start up again in the
distance.

“We’ve bought some time,” I said, “but
they’ll find us again.”

“Over there,” said John, and I glanced
behind me to see a black-clad figure beckoning to us from within
the shadow of another alley.

“Oh please no,” I said, but John angled
toward them and began pushing me backward, and it was all I could
do to keep from being trampled. We stumbled into the shadows, and
the dark figure gestured toward an open door.

“In there, Great One,” he whispered, and
with the loud calls and whistles of the police growing closer
behind us I sighed miserably as John shoved us all in through the
door. The mysterious man closed it behind us, dropped a large bar
across it, and led us by candlelight through a dark corridor. We
arrived in what appeared to be a store room, as of a restaurant,
and he walked past a large door and bent to open a smaller one
hidden behind a large sack of flour. The door opened easily, but we
had to stop and wait for some time while he tugged and pushed to
get the flour out of the way. The constables were beating on the
door behind us, and their cries carried faintly through the
hallway. The stranger finally moved the flour, spilling half of it
in the process, and gestured proudly to a secret door. “Our
lair.”

“Thank you,” I said, picking up the coffin
with a resigned sigh and backing through the opening. The passage
was black, and I couldn’t see a thing. John followed me in, pushing
the coffin, and behind him the stranger fanned at the flour to
destroy our footprints.

“It is my pleasure, Great One.”

“Yes, I know. Shut up and close the secret
door.”

The vampire slid the door closed, locking it
into place just as the street door beyond broke in with a crash.
The sound of tramping feet and angry cries came tumbling through
the room, slightly muffled by the closed door, and we fell silent
as we listened to the constables on the other side. One of them
swore that the open bag of flour was a clue, and that they ought to
search within it, while the rest wanted to break down a different
door to look for us elsewhere. As far as I could tell, they didn’t
suspect the secret door. In the end they left, leaving us
alone.

“Down that way,” the vampire urged, and we
went slowly down the passage to another door. I found a small
latch, pushed the door open, and we emerged into a dimly-lit room
full of candles, black-robed figures, and the oddly out-of-place
scent of rabbit droppings.

“Welcome, Great One,” said a familiar voice,
and the vampire Sable stepped into the light. “Welcome to the realm
of the undead. We will put your coffin with the others.”

“Leave my coffin alone,” I said, waving off
the vampires who came to collect it, “and for goodness sake leave
me alone! First the cemetery, then the pub, then the alley—I'm
hiding here because I have to, but I want nothing to do with you
while I'm here. You even told that vampire hunter where to find
me!”

“What’s this?” said another voice angrily
from the side of the room, accompanied by a chorus of disgruntled
murmurs. “You betrayed the Great One?”

“Of course not,” said the vampire nervously.
“I merely told the hunter...I knew that if he confronted the Great
One he would perish, for surely a mere mortal could not overpower
him. None of you are suggesting, I trust, that the hunter had any
hope of defeating our illustrious leader?”

“Oh, no, of course not,” came the hasty
response from the others. “All hail the Great One.”

“I’m not your leader,” I said.

“I am confident,” said Sable, “that the
Great One has vanquished the hunter, and that even now the
impertinent fool walks the Earth in thrall to us, in service of the
cause of night!”

“Not exactly,” said John. “Inspector Herring
is actually why we got chased in here, in a manner of
speaking.”

“Who is this?” demanded one of the
vampires.

“The mouthpiece of the Great One,” said
Sable. “We met him in London.”

“Let me settle this once and for all,” I
said, losing my patience and, with it, any shred of fear these
vampires may once have held over me. “I am not the Great One, I am
not a vampire, and I think every one of you blithering madmen
should be locked up for the rest of your lives.”

“Forgive us, Great One,” cried Sable, “and
tell us how we can win your favor!”

“I am not the Great One! Look,” I said,
pulling back my lip, “I don’t have any fangs.”

“They must be retractable,” whispered one
vampire to the one next to him.

“And furthermore, I don’t drink blood.”

“He can go without blood,” whispered another
excitedly, “he’s stronger than we thought!”

“I saw him turn into a wolf,” said one of
the vampires proudly.

“You never told me that,” said John,
impressed.

“You were there,” I said, “it was just the
shaggy blanket from the carriage.”

“If you do not drink blood,” ventured Sable,
“then how do you explain the mortician?”

“What mortician?”

“Last night in London. When the vampire
hunter left us we followed your trail, desperate to find you and
share in your victory, and came to the mortuary of Spilsbury and
Beard. We found only the mortician, comatose and drained of blood,
with the marks of your teeth in his neck.”

“My teeth! How could you possibly know what
my teeth marks look like!”

“Who else's teeth could they be?” he asked.
“Despite what the stories may say, none of us is strong enough to
subdue a grown man.”

“If you can’t attack men,” I smiled,
pointing victoriously, “then I couldn’t possibly be a vampire,
could I?”

“You were asleep.”

“Very convenient,” I sneered. “If it’s that
easy, why not just bite the Prince Regent while he’s asleep, and
get the royal family on your side?”

The vampires stared at each other for a
moment.

“An excellent plan, Great One! That is why
you are—“

“No!” I protested, “that’s not what I meant!
Do not, under any circumstances, bite the Prince Regent. Now listen
to me, whatever your name was—”

“Sable,” he interjected.

“That's another thing,” said John. “Don’t
you think a name like Sable is going a little over the top? I'm
just not sure the image needs it.”

“But my real name is...Bernard. That’s not a
very gothic name, so I changed it to Sable. You’ll probably change
yours as well—‘Frederick’ isn’t terrifying at all. No one's afraid
of 'Fred the Impaler.’ I think you ought to go with ‘Kevin’.”

“And how is Kevin any less stupid than
Frederick?” asked another vampire.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said, “because I’m
not changing my name just because some sickly twit claims he bit me
in my sleep.”

“We apologize for our weakness, Great One,”
Sable went on, “but victims have a way of fighting back if they’re
not asleep, and the life of the undead is rather difficult.”

“Unlife,” said John helpfully.

“Precisely,” Sable continued. “We aren’t
really alive, which makes us particularly weak: we can’t run for
long distances or lift heavy objects; we can’t even stand the light
of the sun.”

“And spicy foods are right out,” said
another. “You think it’s garlic, but actually it’s anything strong
and pungent: cinnamon, lye. I was turned aside by some very sharp
cheddar once.”

“But what about all the stories?” cried
John. “There’s such a wonderful history of legends and myths around
the vampires, overpowering defenseless maidens and all of
that—though I admit it never really took off until this new wave of
gothic literature came on the scene.”

“That’s just it,” said Sable sadly, “it’s
only because of gothic literature that we get anywhere at all. The
middle ages were horrible—confront a maiden in an alley back then
and you’d get a milk-pail to your head faster than you could blink.
It was our darkest hour—but not the kind of darkness we like.”

“That’s why we started the gothic movement,”
said another.

John started in surprise, and Sable nodded.
“We have no real power, so we romanticized the concept of the
powerless victim—it’s done wonders. These days maidens practically
stand around in alleys waiting for us, and they’re so entranced by
the idea of not being able to escape that they don’t even try.”

“The bad part,” said another vampire, “is
that all we get now is maidens—not that I’m complaining about the
necks, of course, so much as the personalities. We’ve been going
after this plan for years and now we’ve got dozens of starry-eyed
maidens laying around, relishing their own gothic angst, and
they’re absolutely useless.”

“Can’t do a thing with them,” said another
vampire from the side of the room. “One of them calls herself the
Mistress of the Night, which is all well and good, but then instead
of going out and terrorizing the villagers she just organized a
reading society. It’s all sad poems and dark, stormy nights and
nothing ever gets done.”

“If we’re going to get anything
accomplished,” said Sable, “we need some new blood, no pun
intended, and that’s why we’re so bloody delighted to have you.
Also no pun intended, sorry.”

I frowned. “I shudder to think what you
could possibly intend to accomplish.”

He straightened up, invigorated. “Oh, Great
One, the most wonderfully horrible things! Now that you’re here you
will lead us to glory and give us our strength!”

“I have no intention of—“

“They’re back!” hissed a vampire by the
door, and a hush fell over the room. Low voices, muffled and
distant, drifted down through the passage from the secret door. We
listened intently, but I shook my head.

“I can’t hear what they’re saying.”

“Maybe they’re praying.”

“Not now, John.”

No one daring to breathe, but the
constables—if that’s who they were—were speaking lowly, and we
could not discern their words.

“I think I do hear something,” said John
softly. “Kind of a whispery sound.”

“I think we already know that they’re
whispering.”

“No, not a voice—something else.”

“The flutter of dark wings?” asked a vampire
hopefully.

“You can’t be serious,” I muttered.

“It’s something else,” said John, his head
cocked to the side and his brow furrowed in concentration. “Almost
like a whistling.”

“It could be that new tune about the
Scottish cat,” said another vampire, “I hear it’s very
popular.”

“Not like that,” said John. “More tuneless,
almost melancholy—like the whisper of a dying candle.”

“I think it’s safe to say that no one in
this room knows what you’re talking about,” I said.

“I’m talking about wind!” John whispered,
frustrated. “That was rather simple imagery, you know, the whisper
of a dying candle—must we really be so overt with our language all
the time?”

“There’s only two ways wind could get in
here,” Sable said. “The main door, and the way you came in.”

A gust of air ruffled gently past me, a haze
of flour swirling in its center. A feeling of dread fell over
me.

“This wind will lead them straight to us,” I
said urgently. “The flour that spilled in the room beyond—the wind
is blowing it through the crack beneath the secret door, and any
minute now they will follow it and discover the hidden
passage!”

“What do we do?” a vampire pleaded. “What if
they have stakes?”

“Or torches!” said another.

“What if they had garlic for dinner?” cried
a third. “We shall be caught and killed!”

“You said there was another way out,” I
said, grabbing Sable by the arm. “Where does it lead?”

“Through a livery,” he said, “behind the
second stall from the left. There’s almost never a horse in
it.”

“And if there is?”

“There almost never is.”

I nodded. “Lead the way, and everybody stay
quiet.”

Sable took the lead, with John and I and our
coffin following close behind, and a group of dark-cloaked figures
following wraithlike on our heels. We passed through a series of
rooms lined with coffins, and another lined with wire cages of
rabbits. These the vampires began frantically to gather up.

“Rabbits?” I asked.

“They’re easier to catch than people,” said
Sable, “and if you just drink a bit they heal right back up
again.”

“That’s disgusting.”

“Here’s the door,” Sable said, and lifted a
small latch. The wall swung out into a straw-lined stable stall,
empty of everything but a salt-lick. The sky outside was nearly
dark.

“I’m actually surprised,” I said.
“Everything else has gone so wrongly I was sure there’d be a horse
in the way.”

“Keep your voice down,” said John, and we
pushed past Sable into the stall. “There might be somebody hiding
in the shadows.”

“Let us scout ahead,” said Sable, “we’ll
make sure it’s safe.”

“There’s no time,” I said impatiently. “The
best thing you can do to help is to run the other direction—if we
travel in a big group they’re bound to see us.”

“Right,” said John, and we crept out into
the stable, through the rusty stable gates, and into the night. The
streets were empty, though we heard a faint murmur of voices from
the next street over, and saw on the taller buildings the dancing
shadows of torchlight.

“You go that way,” I said, “catching Sable’s
eye and pointing at the fire. “We’ll go the other direction.”

Sable managed to turn even paler than
normal. “As you command, Great One. Where will we meet?”

“If I’m lucky,” I said, “nowhere, ever
again. More likely, we’ll see you later tonight no matter where we
go.”

“To luck, then,” said Sable, and the
vampires crept off into the night. I turned to John and hefted the
coffin.

“To the cemetery.”
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We slunk through the city, keeping to the
alleys as much as possible, until we made it to the graveyard on
the edge of town—the same graveyard where I had almost been buried,
and so many of our troubles had begun. A large group of mourners
stood in the shadow of an ancient tree, their shadows grown long in
the waning daylight, and John and I waited in the distance until
they left. I wasn’t sure if any of them were people that I knew, so
I pulled my hat down and my cloak up around my face, leaving only
my eyes revealed. When they left we approached Gustav from behind,
as he slowly lowered the coffin into the ground.

“Hello, Gustav.”

“Hello, Federico,” he said, turning around,
then abruptly remembered the circumstances of our last meeting.
“Aah! You are a vampire!” He turned and ran, and John and I were
only barely able to tackle him. We pulled him to the ground and sat
on him, and I put a hand over Gustav’s mouth. After a moment he
stopped struggling and stared up at us with wide, terrified
eyes.

“I’m going to take my hand off your mouth,
now, Gustav, and you’re not going to scream, right?”

He shook his head.

“Does that mean no, you’re not going to
scream,” asked John, “or no, you disagree with our request and
intend to scream anyway? Our language is kind of ambiguous.”

I cocked my head to the side. “Does that
really count as language? All he did was shake his head.”

“Well it’s not English,” said John, “but
it’s a form of language. And about the best he can do with your
hand over his mouth.”

Gustav nodded.

“Wait,” I said frowning, “now I’m confused.
Was he nodding to say that he agreed not to scream, or that he
agreed that shaking your head can be a form of language?”

“He may have been nodding to affirm that he
couldn’t speak properly with your hand over his mouth.”

“Is that what you meant?” I asked, looking
at Gustav.

He looked back, started to nod, and then
stopped mid way and shook his head in a non-committal manner.

“That doesn’t help us at all,” said John.
“We don’t even know which question he was answering.”

“Gustav,” I said, looking the man straight
in the eyes, “If I take my hand away from your mouth, do you
promise not to scream?”

“Very well put,” said John.

Gustav thought for a moment and nodded his
head. I removed my hand and he breathed deeply. “Federico,” he
said, his eyes still wide and frightened, “why are you here? Are
you going to make me a vampire as well?”

“Of course not, Gustav,” I said. “I need
your help. I’m looking for a corpse.”

“Of course you are, Federico,” he smiled
nervously, showing a row of dirty, crooked teeth. “You are hungry
and wish to feed.”

“He doesn’t eat corpses,” said John, “he
only eats the blood of the living.”

“No I don’t,” I said.

“So you are going to eat it!” cried
Gustav.

“When have you ever seen me drink blood?” I
demanded of John.

“Well, the...the sausages we had yesterday
were sort of bloody.”

“Aha!” I shouted. “So if I’ve never drunk
any blood, how could I be a vampire?”

“I saw them come for you myself, Federico,”
said Gustav.

“You keep quiet,” I snapped, covering his
mouth again.

“Perhaps you’ve been drinking blood without
knowing it,” suggested John.

“And how am I supposed to do that?”

“Or perhaps you’ve been drinking blood
without me knowing it—I did leave you alone with Gwendolyn for
almost an hour last night.”

“Were there any puncture wounds in her neck
when you got back? Did you smell blood on my breath?”

“I thought you were interrogating me,” said
Gustav, wriggling his face free of my hand.

“Right,” I said, “sorry. We need a
corpse.”

“And a very specific one,” added John.
“Harry Beard.”

Gustav furrowed his brow. “You want a corpse
with a hairy beard?”

“Not a hairy beard—Mr. Harry Beard,” I said.
“It’s a name—Harold Beard.”

“Harold Beard!” he cried, eyes suddenly more
fearful than before.

“Yes,” I said, sitting on him even harder.
“Do you know of him?”

“He is dead, Federico!”

“That’s why we asked for his corpse,” said
John.

“But his corpse is gone,” continued Gustav.
“It was sent to London yesterday, and none too soon!”

“Why? What happened?”

“Dark things—terrible things!” said Gustav
lowly. “He died the same day you did, and his coffin lay in the
same wagon. When the vampires came for you I ran—“

“Yes, I remember.”

“—and when I returned a
few hours later Mr. Beard’s coffin was open, and a dark figure
stood over it!”

“The Bath ghoul!” cried John.

“Describe the figure,” I said.

“Oh, it was horrible!” Gustav moaned,
“horrible beyond all description!”

“Try anyway, just for me.”

“No, Federico, it was...too horrible.”

“You have no idea what it looked like, do
you?”

“No, Federico,” he said, slouching
dejectedly. “I ran away again. I saw nothing.”

“Wonderful,” I said, squeezing my eyes shut.
“Only one person has seen the Bath ghoul, and he can’t describe
him.”

“When I returned in the morning the coffin
was closed again, and I sent it to London very grateful to be rid
of it.” Gustav leaned forward as best he could with two men seated
on his chest, and spoke in a conspiratorial whisper. “I did not
open the coffin to see, but I think the ghoul might have taken a
body part or two. Body parts have been disappearing for almost two
weeks now, from every mortuary and graveyard in Bath.”

“Brilliant work, Constable Gustav,” I said,
standing up, “but you’re wrong—the ghoul took the whole body.”

“But—the coffin was so heavy!”

“He filled it with dirt to throw you off the
track,” I said, “though with you he needn’t have gone to all the
trouble—a sign that said, ‘Trust me, there’s still a body in here,’
would have worked just as well.”

John stood and helped the gravedigger to his
feet.

“So it’s true?” asked Gustav, “you’re not
going to eat me?”

“Of course not.”

“Oh come on,” said John, “I’ve never seen
you drink anyone’s blood.”

“Are you mad?” I asked.

“Yes!” said Gustav, backing away, “he’s
completely mad! You don’t want to drink my blood!”

“We could wash his neck first,” said John,
“if that’s your problem. Hearty man like this, lots of physical
labor and exercise—I’ll wager he has excellent blood!”

“Not at all!” said Gustav, knees trembling
so hard they knocked together. “I’m old, and my blood’s too
thin—you want the blood of a young maiden!”

“Well, he’s got me there,” said John, “a
maiden’s blood would be preferable.”

“May I go, Federico?”

“Yes,” I said irritably, “but if you tell
anyone you’ve seen me here—anyone at all—I’ll do something so
horrible you’ll wish I had sucked your blood.”

Gustav turned and ran without any further
comments, and John sighed as he watched him go.

“I would have liked to see you drink
somebody’s blood,” he said wistfully. “Ah well, don’t give up
hope—plenty of fine young women out there!”

“What we need,” I said, “is another
coffin.”

“Good point,” said John. “We have one for
Harry, but you haven’t gotten a wink of sleep since yesterday
morning!”

“Not for me, for you.”

“For me?” asked John. “I—I hadn’t ever
thought of it, but...well, I don’t know what to say, really—thank
you for the thought, of course, that’s the first thing, but...I’m
not entirely sure that vampirism is for me, you see. It’s one thing
to write about it, but to do it myself—“

“Not that, I mean we need one for you to
hide in.”

“Hide?”

“Here’s my plan—the Bath ghoul wants
corpses, right? So we pretend to be corpses, and when he comes for
us we grab him by surprise, and demand to know where Harry’s body
is.”

“Marvelous!” said John excitedly. “There’s
no need to find the ghoul, as he’ll come straight to us—assuming,
of course, that he knows we’re here.”

“We’re in a cemetery—he’s bound to know that
something’s here. We just have to make sure we’re the most
appetizing targets. Maybe ghouls can smell fresh corpses...” I
looked around, then spied the open grave and smiled. “Like the one
Gustav was just burying!” We peered into the grave and saw the
wooden coffin. “Either he smells fresh corpses or he shadows the
local funerals; either way he’s sure to come tonight, and we’ll be
waiting.”

“Perfect,” said John, “but we still need a
coffin to hide in.” We stared at the coffin in the open grave,
suddenly squeamish. “Should we...you know. Take it?”

“I guess. I mean, there’s somebody in it,
but he doesn’t really need it, right? Not at the moment.”

“We could....” John paused. “We could put
him back in when we’re—”

“Of course!” I said quickly, “yes, of course
we’d put him back in. When we’re done.”

We continued to stare.

“So,” I said at last. “Who’s going to...do
it?”

“I feel kind of funny, somehow, actually
getting in there and taking it,” said John. “You know?”

“Yes,” I said, “I know.”

“It just seems a little wrong, somehow, now
that it comes right down to it.”

“Not wrong,” I said quickly, “so much
as...well yes, wrong. But it’s not like we mean any direct
disrespect, of course.”

“Oh,” said John, “of course not. Why, in a
way, we’re actually....”

“We’re actually doing him a favor,” I said,
nodding eagerly, “because we’re preventing the Bath ghoul from,
ah...despoiling the...ah....”

“By despoiling it ourselves first,” said
John. “But not in a disrespectful way.”

“Naturally not.”

“Well then,” said John, taking a deep
breath, “I guess there’s nothing left to do but do it.” He climbed
down into the grave, stood on the coffin, and tried to find footing
in the dirt around it. “I almost wish the ghoul was already here,”
said John. “He’s sure to be more experienced with this than we
are.”

“Gustav ran off without his tools,” I said,
handing down a pry bar, “use this.”

John took it and addressed the coffin.
“We’re very sorry to be doing this, dead sir, but we promise it’s
for your own good.” He wedged the pry bar in under the lip of the
coffin and levered it up, opening the lid. “Dear heavens,” said
John, wincing, “it’s an old woman.”

“Oh dear.” I rubbed my temples. “Well,
there’s nothing to be done, I guess. Out she goes.”

“Sorry, ma’am,” said John, and handed me the
lid before bracing himself against the dirt and tipping the coffin
on its side. “My deepest apologies,” he grunted, “to an unknown
number of very sad grandchildren.”

“Just hand it up,” I said. We heaved and
lifted until at last we brought the empty coffin to the surface and
laid it next to the open grave. I pulled John up after it and
tapped the coffin with a finger. “You take this one, I’ll take
Harry’s, and with Mrs. Cadaver in the grave between us we’re sure
to attract the ghoul. Ready?”

“I only wish,” said John, “that we could lie
in wait for the ghoul on a warmer night.”

I wrenched off the lid of Harry’s coffin,
dropped the pry bar, and leaned back over the grave. “However warm
you are, you’re bound to be warmer than she is.”

“I suppose you’re right,” said John, leaning
over next to me. “I do say I’m excited about the whole idea,
though, cold or not. Who’d have guessed, last week, that John Keats
would be digging up bodies?”

“We didn’t exactly dig it up,” I said. “It
hadn't been buried yet.”

“That does make it easier, doesn’t it?” said
the young woman leaning over the grave next to us. “Too much
digging really slows you down.”

I glanced to the side, past John, to the
young woman in question. She was warmly bundled, and her skin was
ghostly pale in the moonlight. Her hair, long and black, hung
straight down the sides of her face, and her dark eyes examined us
and the corpse with startlingly somber detachment.

“You weren’t here just a moment ago,” said
John.

“I was not.”

“Frederick,” said John, “there’s a young
lady here looking at the corpse with us.”

“So I noticed.”

“If I may ask,” said the young woman, “might
I have whatever you don’t take? I’m kind of working on
something.”

I frowned and glanced down at the
corpse.

“Do you mean the jewelry?”

“Hardly,” she said with derision. “Far too
gawdy. I only want the body.”

“Frederick,” said John, “do you think she
might be who I think she might be?”

“I’m standing right here,” she said.
“There’s no need to use the third person.”

“Are you saying,” I asked slowly, “that
you’re here for the body?”

“You’re very quick.”

“His name’s Frederick,” said John,
attempting to bow to her sideways, despite already being bent in
half over the open grave. “And I’m John. It is truly a pleasure to
make your acquaintance.”

“And yours as well,” she said, curtseying.
“I’m Mary. Now if you don’t mind, I’ve got several graves to rob
tonight, and it’s getting late.” She pulled a large saw from under
her arm, its jagged teeth stained with dried blood.

I opened my mouth to respond and found that
no words arrived to fill it, so I promptly shut it again.

“You’re the Bath ghoul?” asked John. He
turned to me, delight evident in his eyes. “Deliciously dark, don’t
you think?”

“I disagree with the label of “ghoul’,” she
said, “but yes, that’s me.”

“You’re the one who’s stealing all the
bodies?” I asked, my voice recovered.

“I am,” she said, “but if you start asking
real questions rather than simply rephrasing everything I say, we
can get through the conversation much more quickly.”

“I noticed that same thing about him the
first time we met,” said John, turning to face her and blocking me
out of the discussion. “This grave-robbing sounds like fascinating
business,” he said, “why don’t you tell me a little about it?”

“Hold it,” I said, stepping around to face
them both. “We’re here to question the ghoul, not to court
her.”

“That was before we met her,” said John, his
eyes shining. “Who would have thought that the Bath ghoul would be
so lovely a creature?”

“Please,” said Mary, pushing John aside. “I
really do need to get on with this.” She sat on the edge of the
grave and prepared to climb down. “You there,” she said, nodding up
at me. “As long as you’re just standing there, do you think you
could hold her head steady?”

“Hold it steady?”

“Do you always repeat everything?” she
asked. “How about you, Eros?”

“A lovelier name has never been applied to
me,” said John, “and certainly not by so lovely a grave
robber.”

“You’re both useless,” said Mary in
monotone, shaking her head. “I’ll have to kill you both when I’m
done with this one.”

“Kill us?”

“It was a joke,” she said without smiling.
“Sorry, my humor’s a little dark.”

“The Bath ghoul!” said John again, holding
his arms wide. “This is so exciting—you’re so much more...I don’t
know, approachable than I expected a ghoul to be. Can I ask you
where you take the corpses to eat them?”

“I don’t eat them,” she said. “I’m doing
research.”

John took a step back, his jaw wide
open.

“A medical student! I should have guessed it
immediately! On top of this whole dark, evil thing you have going,
we share an academic background! It can’t get any better than
this!”

“I’m actually not a medical student,” she
said, looking down as if somewhat embarrassed. “I’m...writing a
novel.”

John, formerly charmed, was now
enamored.

“A student of literature! I should have seen
it coming! I, lady, am a poet myself, though I have yet to publish
any of my works. John Keats, at your service.”

“What kind of novel,” I asked skeptically,
“brings its writer to graveyards in the middle of the night, sawing
the heads off of corpses?”

“A tale of madness and despair,” she said in
a breathy voice. “The downfall of a man who tries to become a god,
and creates a devil.”

John, formerly enamored, was now completely
and thoroughly infatuated.

“He collects limbs and organs from
graveyards and charnel houses,” she continued, her eyes wide, “and
fashions a man from the dead, granting him life with an infernal
machine of his own devising!”

“That is perhaps the most horrid idea I’ve
ever heard,” I said.

“It’s brilliant!” cried John, leaping up.
“The gloom of the graveyards, the burden of having loosed a monster
upon the world, and of course science goes over very well these
days.” He stepped closer to her, took her hand, and knelt in the
frost of the cemetery. “In you I have found a kindred spirit.”

“Thank you,” said Mary, pulling her hand
politely away, “but I’m already married—to another poet, in
fact.”

“What? Who—Lord Byron? The Siege of Corinth
wasn’t nearly as good as everyone said it was—don’t let him fool
you.”

“His name is Percy Shelley,” said Mary,
“though we do see Byron quite often, as a matter of fact—I helped
Claire deliver his baby only two weeks ago—that is, we think it’s
his baby.”

“Percy Shelley!” John shouted to the sky in
anguish, “‘The dead return not—Misery sits near an open grave and
calls them over.’”

“Yes,” said Mary, “that’s one of my
favorites.”

“Keep your voices down,” I urged.

“Shelley!” shouted John again, “dark poet of
the gothic ear! I’d be surprised if he wasn’t a vampire as
well.”

“A vampire?” said Mary.

“Don’t ask,” I said.

“Shelley, Shelley, Shelley,” John moaned. “I
should have known he’d get to you first—and that you’d fall for
him. ‘This most familiar scene, my pain—these tombs—alone remain.’
Such angst! I’d fall for him myself if I were a woman.”

“We’ll have to have you over for dinner
sometime,” said Mary.

“It appears,” said John hopelessly, “that I
have nothing left to do but sit among the rotting corpses of the
world and weep.”

Mary leaned toward me and whispered. “Is he
all right?”

“I’ve never seen him better,” I said. “In
the past three minutes he’s met the girl of his dreams and then
lost her almost immediately—you’ve made him the happiest man on
Earth twice in one night.”

“Glad I could help.”

“We need one more thing from you,” I said.
“A body.”

Mary narrowed her eyes suspiciously.

“What makes you think I’ve got a body?”

“You’ve been stealing body parts every night
for over a week.”

“That doesn’t necessarily mean I’m putting
them together into a body,” she said.

“You—“ I froze, seeing the guilty expression
on her face. “You are! Oh, that’s the worst thing yet! Is there
anything about you that isn’t hellaciously violent?”

“I do not consider myself violent, thank
you.”

“You’re about to saw a woman’s head
off.”

“She’s dead—that doesn’t count.”

“Listen, Mary, I need one of your
bodies.”

“But I’ve only got one—well, two, if you
count my own, but I’m a little attached to that one.”

“You stole a corpse from here two nights
ago—a Mr. Harry Beard.”

“Was he wearing an embroidered
handkercheif?”

“No, I don’t think so, why?”

“Then how am I supposed to know what his
name was? They can’t exactly introduce themselves by the time I see
them.”

“Just try to remember what you were doing
last night—how many bodies do you steal in a night, anyway?”

“I already told you, I don’t steal
bodies—just body parts. How am I supposed to carry entire bodies
around?”

“This was an old man, a bit stooped, kind of
wrinkly and weak...”

“So what you’re saying is, this particular
old man was very similar in appearance to an old man?”

“Yes.”

“Thank goodness,” she said derisively. “That
narrows it down.”

“Maybe we could come and look at
your...collection, or something—see if we recognize any little bits
of him.”

“Last night?” She thought back. “I didn’t
even come here. I was at the morgue on Eastchester, there was a
family that suffocated—smoke inhalation. The corpses were in
excellent condition. I found the best pair of kidneys I’ve seen
since I started.”

“You weren’t here? But the gravedigger said
he saw you.”

“He saw me, or he saw a dark figure in the
night? Because people mistake me for one of those all the
time.”

“But how many grave robbers could there be?
Normal people don’t do this sort of thing.”

“You were.”

“If I was ever normal I can’t remember the
days when—listen, this is a very complicated situation for me, and
I barely understand it. I’m trying to find a corpse because I want
its money, but I’ve got vampires following me around and half of
England chasing me for various reasons, and John has no grip on
reality at all and now you’re asking me to saw off a woman’s head,
and it’s all getting to be a bit much, you see?”

“Quiet.”

“And we were coming here to find you because
you stole the body, but you say you didn’t steal the body—which
makes perfect sense, really, since I don’t know anyone who’d admit
to stealing bodies—“

“I said be quiet,” said Mary curtly, and I
fell silent. She had her head cocked to the side, listening.

“What is it?”

“Voices,” she said, “and torchlight.”

I looked where she pointed, and there along
the road came a vast murmuring presence, visible only by the orange
glow of torches.

“It’s the whole town!” said Mary, dropping
her sack in the open grave and looking around her frantically. “Why
are they coming here? She drowned, that’s all—I swear I had nothing
to do with it!”

“Who drowned?”

“Nobody.” She spun around, searching for an
escape. “They’ve almost reached the gate, and the walls are too
high to climb!”

“It’s certainly nice to watch them chasing
somebody else, for once,” I said, feeding her fear. “I wonder what
they’ll do with the Bath ghoul when they finally find him—or her,
as the case may be.”

“Help me out of this and I’ll show you the
whole collection,” said Mary urgently, “kidneys, legs, brains, the
whole lot.”



“And if I find Harry, I can take him?”

“Anything you like. Give him an extra head
if you want, I’ve got plenty.”

“Deal! But how do we get out of here?”

“Help me over the wall.”

“You said it was too high.”

“Not if I’m standing on you.”

“And then you’ll pull me over after
you?”

“If I can.”

“Well do your best, because I really don’t
want to be staked.”

“Or hung.”

“Trust me,” I said, “they’re going to use a
stake.”

We ran through the stones and statues to the
side of the cemetery, and found ourselves confronted by a
wrought-iron fence—the bars were too close to squeeze between, and
there was nothing convenient to climb on. I stood with my back to
the bars and cupped my hands, and Mary stepped into them and onto
my shoulders.

“I can get up,” she said, “but then
what?”

“Just grab it,” I said, “I’ll push you
over.” In that moment I remembered John, still lying in the grass
by the open coffins. “Blast! Are you holding on?”

“Yes, but I don’t know where to go
from—”

“I’ll be right back,” I shouted, and let go
of her legs to dash back toward the open grave. Mary screamed
behind me, cutting through the night air and momentarily silencing
the mob below. I cursed under my breath and ran for John.

“Come on, John,” I said, “there’s a mob here
with torches and pitchforks and...other nasty things. Use your
imagination.”

“If only you had heard the scream my soul
just made,” said John wistfully. “It was the pure emotion of
loneliness and heartbreak.”

“It was a girl hanging by her fingertips,” I
said. “Now we’ve got to go, before a group of angry villagers
arrive and hang you as the Bath ghoul.”

“Go where? There’s nothing out there for
me—I’m better here, a hollow man amidst the lifeless husks of those
who went before.”

“Why couldn’t I have met a painter,” I
muttered, “or a cellist? Anything but a Romantic poet.”

“Go on without me, Frederick, you have so
much to live for—or to unlive for—or...something.”

The cemetery gates creaked open with the
squeal of a tortured devil.

“Come on John,” I said, “there’s plenty to
live for—you love sausage, for example, even if you don’t actually
eat it. And rhyming. You love rhyming.”

“I like rhyming.”

“Give us a rhyme then,” I encouraged,
looking over my shoulder. The mob was getting nearer, their fervor
returning.

“Grave,” he said. “Slave. Cave.”

“Maybe we need something a little more
cheerful, then. How about travel—have you ever been to Rome?”

“Is it nice?”

“I’ve never been either, but we won’t get
there by sitting here in the cemetery, right?”

“I’d like to go to Rome,” John said
slowly.

“Then stand up.” The mob was almost here.
“When we get my money we can all go to Rome together, but first we
need to stand up.” I tugged on his arms, but he didn’t move. The
mob was nearly upon us.

“Blast.” I let go of John’s arm, letting him
fall back into the dirt, and looked around desperately. My eyes
fell on the coffins, and with a quick flip I overturned the old
woman’s coffin and placed it over John, tucking his arms neatly in
beside him. With a final effort I threw myself into Harry’s opened
coffin and covered myself with the lid. I held my breath in the
darkness and listened.

The mob tramped up slowly and cautiously,
though making no attempt to remain quiet. They reeked of garlic. I
hoped desperately that they would glance around and move on
quickly, but they stopped by the open grave and whispered
fearfully.

“I thought I heard something,” a voice
said.

“It was a scream,” said another.

“No,” said the first, “I mean after the
scream. Like a thunking sound.”

“Silence,” said a third voice. I recognized
it as Inspector Herring—they weren’t here for the ghoul at all,
they were here for me!

“He’s sure to be here somewhere,” said a
woman’s voice, and I instantly recognized her as Gwen—determined,
no doubt, to find the body herself, claim the inheritance, and see
me conveniently staked and killed in the process. Women.

“We heard a scream,” Herring reiterated, “so
we know he’s here somewhere—drinking the life blood of a
defenseless maiden, no doubt. Be very careful, men—only together
are we a match for his supernatural powers.”

I heard them stomping around, murmuring low
to each other and occasionally shouting to those on the edge of the
search party. Their torches crackled like snapping bones, and their
rakes and shovels and pitchforks clicked ominously against the
gravestones and each other. After a while one of the villagers
spoke again.

“He’s a vampire, right? So let’s look in the
coffins.”

 


 



 Bath

Night

 


I lay in terror, listening to the murmurs of
agreement around me. The low rumble of voices grew louder as the
heavy press of feet shuffled closer to the coffin where I was
hiding.

“How will we know if it’s a vampire in
there,” asked a thin voice from the back of the crowd, “and not
just a dead person?”

“Oh, you’ll know,” said Inspector Herring.
“As soon as he leaps up and attacks us it will become quite
obvious.”

“But what if he’s asleep?” asked the voice
again. “I mean, that’s why he’s in the coffin, right? Should we
wake him up?”

“Of course we’ll wake him up!” shouted
Herring.

“But what if he’s a deep sleeper?” asked the
voice.

“I don’t know about this,” said another. “It
seems easier to attack him without waking him up.”

“But then how will we know it’s him?” asked
the first.

“And it not very sporting,” said a
third.

“Never mind all that,” said Inspector
Herring with a huff, sounding rather closer to my coffin that I
wanted him to be, “the lady and I already know what he looks like,
so we’ll be sure to tell you if it’s him or not.”

“Alright,” said the voice, “but does that
mean you don’t know?”

“Don’t know what?” blustered Herring.

“Don’t know what a vampire looks like.”

“I’d make a fine a vampire hunter if I
didn’t know what a vampire looked like.”

“That’s the very thing I was just thinking,”
said the voice matter-of-factly. “If you’re not a very good vampire
hunter, then maybe we don’t want to find a vampire after all, since
nobody would know what to do with him.”

“And it’s not very sporting.”

“Or maybe,” said yet another voice, “if he’s
not a very good vampire hunter, that means we’re not hunting a very
good vampire. He might not be a threat.”

“If he’s no threat then we’ll just do it!”
said Herring, obviously irritated by the delay. “Stop cowering and
get ready.”

“So he’s either no threat at all,” one of
the voices repeated, “or he’ll leap out and kill the lot of us. I’m
suddenly not very keen on opening any coffins.”

“Listen to me,” said Herring dramatically,
and I imagined from within my coffin that he was standing
straighter and trying to look as ominous as possible. “The vampire
we are hunting is the most dangerous the world has ever known, for
he is the Great One—a demon of darkness and a devourer of souls. He
has already killed a mortician in London, and a carriage driver
here in Bath, and if we do not destroy him now, here, in this
place, then the time is not far distant that he will rise up with
an army of vampires under his command and drive them across the
Earth in a wave of terror and destruction that will make the very
stones cry out in despair.”

A carriage driver? I thought. Who killed a
carriage driver?

“Do not flee!” cried Herring. “Our window of
opportunity is brief, and if we strike now, before his army rises,
we stand a chance of destroying him forever. If you run now, you’ll
be running for the rest of your lives.”

A hushed silence fell over the group, broken
only by the crackle of torches. I began to feel very anxious to be
very far away.

“I’m going to open this coffin now, and I
will tell you exactly what you’re going to see—a man, like you or
I, but with the glint of evil in his pupils and the stink of death
upon him. He will be draped in a black cloak, and he will be
resting, as all vampires do, on a layer of dirt—the soil of his
homeland—to help him regenerate his strength after his long hours
of wreaking death and terror.”

It was not until this moment that I realized
I was still wearing the cloak I had borrowed from Percy—a long,
black cloak that I had wrapped closely around myself before
climbing into the coffin. As I squirmed, wondering how to get
myself out of this, I came to another, more horrible
realization—the coffin was still full of the dirt it had held when
we first found it at the mortuary! I thought frantically of
anything I could do to escape before they found me, but it was too
late—the lid to the coffin flew aside, and there in the torchlight
above, a jagged wooden stake in his hand, stood Inspector Herring.
He stood for a moment with his mouth open, as if surprised to
actually find me, but quickly regained his composure and stepped
back.

“Behold,” he cried, “it is exactly as I told
you!” The crowd, pressed in tightly around him, drew back with a
gasp, many of them crossing themselves.

“This isn’t what it looks like,” I said,
sitting up. I was surrounded on all sides by men and women with
torches and sharp farming tools. “There’s a perfectly normal,
non-vampiric explanation for why I am lying in a coffin in a
cemetery in the middle of the night.”

“He really is lying on dirt,” said a man
behind me. “I thought the Inspector was making that part up.”

“And the dirt, too,” I said quickly,
“there’s a very normal explanation for the dirt.”

“Where’s the dirt from then?”

“This very cemetery, in fact—I’m not the one
who put it in, but I do know where it came from.”

“And where are you from?”

“I’m one of you,” I said, standing, “I
imagine some of you know me—I’m from right here in Bath!”

“If you’re from Bath,” said another person
in the crowd. “Then that is the soil of your homeland.
Vampire!”

The crowd took up the cry, waving their
torches and shouting ‘vampire!’

“No,” I shouted, “no! Wait! Let me start at
the beginning.” The mob fell quiet, and I prepared to tell my story
as clearly as I could. “Ahem. You see, I was living here in Bath,
never harming anyone, when suddenly I was thrown into....” I
paused, trying to think of how to tell my story without revealing
any details of my arrest or plot at the bank—no sense telling them
I was a criminal. “Well, never mind that bit, but then when I left,
I was stopped by five men who told me that....” I paused again,
unsure how open I should be about my recent dealings, however
involuntary, with vampires. Not open at all, I decided. “Well,
anyway, I left for London, and visited a bank, but they told
me...um...you see, I can’t really say. And then I went to a
mortuary and picked up this coffin, and...no, that doesn’t sound
good either, does it? It’s not for me, you see. And then I came
back here to find the...but then you...and so I hid inside of the
coffin, and there you have it. You found me, and I’m clearly not a
vampire, and it was obviously just a misunderstanding. So we can
all go home.”

“You left out the part about me!” shouted
Gwendolyn, pushing her way into the cleared circle.

“I don’t think we should tell them that
part,” I said softly, motioning for her to be quiet. I leaned in
and whispered. “It’s rather incriminating, don’t you think?”

“Not that,” she whispered, then turned to
the crowd and raised her voice. “This man, now protesting his
innocence so vehemently, was only last night controlling my
mind!”

“Controlling your mind?” I asked.

“With your supernatural powers.”

“Supernatural powers?”

“Why are you just repeating everything she
says?” asked a man on the front row of the crowd.

“How could I control your mind with
supernatural powers when I don’t even have any?” I demanded.

“If you don’t have any powers, then how were
you controlling my mind?”

“I wasn’t.”

“How dare you deny it!”

“Name one thing I commanded you to do.”

“Just there—you commanded me to name
something.”

“But you weren’t under my power.”

“Then why did I answer?”

I gaped at her and shook my head. “You don’t
honestly believe that I’m a vampire, do you?” I asked. “I mean, you
can’t really think that I prowl through the shadows drinking blood
and preying on the innocent, right? It’s me—Frederick! You’ve known
me for years. Three weeks ago we were courting.”

“I wish you weren’t a vampire, Frederick, I
really do—if you were dead, this would all be so much easier.”

“What?”

“You see my problem,” Gwen continued,
leaning close and speaking very quietly. “If my plan is to work,
two people have to be dead—one of those people being you. At least
Mr. Beard had the good sense to stay dead—you don’t see him
waltzing all over England trying to claim my money, now do
you?”

“You don’t see him at all,” I said, “that’s
the problem. It doesn’t matter how dead he is without a body to
prove it.”

“Gwendolyn!” shouted Herring, barging
between us and pulling her back away from me, “don’t give in! He’s
trying to control your mind again!”

For a very small moment Gwen looked at him
as if she didn’t know what he was talking about, but then her eyes
went wide and she moaned in sorrow.

“OH,” she cried, falling into Herring’s
arms, “I feel his eldritch touch upon my senses! Leave me alone,
foul beast of the netherworld!”

“What are you doing?” I asked.

“He's in my mind,” she continued
melodramatically, throwing her arm over her forehead and staggering
back, as if weak in the knees. “He’s compelling me to evil—he wants
me to join his army of darkness!”

“I don’t have an army of darkness,” I
protested, almost wishing that I did.

“Out, demon! I—” She paused. “I’ve forced
him out. I’m free again.”

“Well done, fair maiden,” said Herring,
raising a stake, “but now we must destroy this foul creature!”

“Wait!” I shouted, trying to think of
something. “You can’t! I...I mean, that is....”

“Maybe he’s right,” said a voice in the
crowd.

“Thank you,” I said, searching for the
speaker, “It’s so good to finally hear a voice of reason—”

“After all,” the voice went on, “It’s
midnight and we’re in a graveyard. He’s at the peak of power—that’s
probably why our crosses aren’t hurting him. We can’t do anything
against him until dawn.”

“No, that’s not what he meant,” I said to
the crowd, “he meant to say that I’m innocent, and it would be
wrong to kill me—“

“What if he tries to eat us?” cried another
frightened voice.

“Or control our minds like he did with the
lady?” asked another.

“That was all an act,” I protested, now
drowned out by the mob, “she’s been faking the whole time.”

“What if he turns into a wolf?” someone
shouted, “or a bat?”

“Or animates the corpses in the cemetery,”
cried another, “and creates a legion of doom!”

“Now you’re really stretching it,” I said.
“I couldn’t animate corpses even if I was a—”

My words were cut off by loud crash as a
coffin overturned. The mob cleared back in a dash, running from the
coffin and screaming in terror. From underneath the coffin John sat
up, still bedraggled by despair, and sighed.

“All right, Frederick,” he said, looking at
me, “I’ll go with you.”

“Oh no,” I groaned.

“What’s this?” demanded Herring, rather
frightened himself. “What new devilry have you worked,
vampire?”

“What’s he talking about?” asked John,
climbing to his feet and looking around. “And who are all these
people, and where are they going with all of this farming
equipment? Are they gypsies?”

“It’s a mob, John,” I said, “and they think
you’re an animated corpse.”

“That seems like quite an odd conclusion to
leap to, don’t you think?” said John.

“Well, they did just watch you crawl out of
a coffin next to an open grave.”

“No, no, no,” John said, walking toward
Herring. “Let me explain this to you. I can’t be a corpse, because
I was never dead, you see?”

“You weren’t?” said Herring.

“Never,” said John.

“Well,” said Herring, “that certainly
changes things.”

“What?” I cried. “You’re just going to
believe him?”

“It certainly does change things,” John
continued. “So you see, just because I was in a coffin, doesn’t
mean I was dead or that I am now a shuffling husk of unlife.
There’s a perfectly good reason why I was in the coffin.”

“So there is, eh?” said Herring, scratching
his chin. “Well, in that case, I guess you’re not an animated
corpse after all. Sorry about that.”

“What?” I shouted, stomping over to them.
“How is it that when I come out of a coffin everyone immediately
assumes I’m a vampire, despite all evidence to the contrary, but
when John does the same thing he gets off with a ‘sorry, sir’ and a
pat on the head?”

Well,” said John, “we’re dealing with two
very different cases. I’m clearly not an animated corpse, whereas
you are fairly obviously a vampire.”

“Obviously? What’s so obvious about it,
other than the lack of fangs?”

“Well, you know, said John, searching for
words, “vampirism is like—it’s like charisma. You either have it or
you don’t.”

“Charisma.”

“Exactly. You’re one of those fortunate
people who has both.”

“Vampirism and charisma,” said Gwen.

“Enough of this!” shouted Herring. “It is
time you were destroyed! You weren’t harmed by holy water or the
cross, but perhaps this will get to you!” With that he threw open
his coat, pulled out a long string of garlic, and shoved it in my
face. “Back, demon! Back to the hell that spawned you!”

I inhaled too quickly, caught by surprise,
and almost gagged on the scent. “That is impressively strong, but
if you honestly think it’s going to kill me—”

“Not kill you, no,” said Herring, “but hold
you, yes. Weaken you. And then we shall kill you with a stake at
dawn!”

“What kind of stake?” asked John, but then
Herring thrust the garlic forward again, catching me off balance
and knocking me backward over Harry Beard’s coffin. I tripped,
fell, and sprawled against it, and Inspector Herring threw the
string of garlic around my neck with a huff of triumph.

“Take that, Great One!”

“Do you really think this does anything to
me?” I asked, pulling myself into a more comfortable sitting
position. “Watch this.” I snatched up one of the cloves of garlic
and popped it in my mouth. “See? Nothing.” A moment later I spit
the garlic out. “My heavens, but that’s revolting. I’ve never eaten
a whole clove at once before.”

While I was coughing out the garlic I
noticed that the crowd was still dispersed—they had fled so quickly
that they missed John’s protestation of innocence, and were now
either hiding behind distant gravestones or fleeing away
altogether. It was my one chance to distract the Inspector and so,
sighing inwardly, I began to rasp and cry and claw at the garlic in
what was, I hoped, a satisfyingly believable performance.

“Help,” I wheezed, “It’s killing me!”

Gwen stepped forward eagerly, then her face
fell. “Really? I....” She paused. “Does it hurt?”

“Hurts, yes,” said Inspector Herring, “I
imagine it hurts terribly—but it will not kill him. He is the Great
One, and stakes at dawn will be our only hope of destroying him
forever.”

“Forever?”

“Forever.”

“But what kind of stakes?” asked John.

I put up a hand and tried to look feeble.
“Your mob has left you,” I said. “I shall....” I paused, drawing it
out as long as I dared. “...overpower you.”

Herring glanced around, saw that we were
alone, and backed off suddenly, pulling Gwen with him. He held up
his cross with a trembling hand. “You are weakened by the garlic,”
he said. “Surely even the sign of the cross will turn you now.”

I slumped back down and moaned as mournfully
as I could. Herring grinned, showing his teeth.

“Yes,” he said, “weak as a kitten.
Gwendolyn, hold this cross—it will keep him at bay until I return
with our men, and then we shall stake him at dawn. Be brave, fair
maiden, I shall return in a moment!” He turned with a flourish and
stomped off, his footsteps receding into the night and his harsh
voice calling out to the frightened villagers. I watched until he
was out of site in the darkness, then sat up and threw off the
garlic.

“He’s gone,” I said, “let’s get out of
here.”

“Oh no you don’t,” said Gwen, rushing
forward with the small cross. “It’s stakes at dawn for you!”

“But what kind of stakes?” asked John. “Does
he mean that he’ll put stakes through our hearts, or that we’ll be
burned at stakes? They’re both equally final, as far as that goes,
but I would like to know anyway, I'm terribly impatient.”

I looked Gwen. “You really want me dead,
don’t you?”

“Of course not, Frederick, you must believe
me! I mean, I suppose I was happy the first time I thought you’d
died, because it meant I got to keep the money for myself, and then
I was happy again the second time I thought you’d died, because it
was such a relief to have the money to myself again, but...well I
suppose when I put it that way I do want you dead.”

“You’re serious.”

“It’s ninety thousand pounds!” She cried.
“Everyone would want you dead for that!”

“At the moment most people want me dead for
far less, but it doesn’t matter—I’m not staying around to let them
try.” I began to rush around the open grave, collecting our things
and preparing to go. “Stakes at dawn, indeed!”

“I hope it’s burning at the stake,” said
John dreamily. “It’s such a romantic way to die. To live a life of
woe and then to die in flames—and at sunrise, no less! No poet I
know has ever had that kind of experience to write about. Take
that, Shelley! Who’s more angst-ridden now?”

“Shelley?” asked Gwen. “Do you mean Percy
Shelley, the poet? Abominable stuff—I much prefer The Lady's
novels.”

“Enough,” I said, taking John by the arm.
“Grab the coffin, we’re going.”

“You are not!” cried Gwen, brandishing the
cross, but I ignored her and started off through the cemetery,
holding my end of the coffin and dragging John behind me. “Stop!”
Gwen demanded. “Stop this instant!” She ran to catch up. “Blast it
Freddy, why did you have to go and make yourself the Great One!
This cross would be so much more effective if you were a normal
vampire.”

“It is amazing to me,” I said over my
shoulder, “how being the Great One seems so similar to not being a
vampire at all.”

“Freddy dear,” she said sweetly, putting a
hand on my arm. “Please stop. I shall be ever so cold and all alone
here in the cemetery—couldn’t you stay a moment and warm me
up?”

“I could,” said John quickly.

“No,” I said, stopping to face her. “That’s
not going to work—none of the sighs and dreamy looks that convinced
me to let you in on this inheritance will ever work again.”

“They’ll work on me,” said John, trying to
insert himself between us.

“You want to talk about controlling minds,”
I said, “I say that being the Great One is nothing compared to
being a woman—you’re the ones with real mind control. First you had
me do your work for you, then Percy, now a royal Inspector and a
town full of angry vigilantes. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone
as bloodthirsty as you.”

“Oh good,” said woman’s voice behind us,
“you’ve brought me another body. And this one has the most
wonderful ears—have you brought my saw?”

 


 




Bath

Just before midnight

 


“Mary!” I cried, turning so see her on the
far side of the wrought-iron fence. “You’re safe!”

“I suppose you’re here to rescue them?”
asked Gwen, striding purposefully to Mary and glaring at her in the
dark. “I can’t let you do that—they’re to be staked at dawn!”

I sighed. “If you’re going to take
something, Mary, please take the tongue first.”

“Thanks,” said Mary, “but she’s a bit too
alive for my tastes.”

“Too alive?” said Gwen. “Who are you?”

“The Bath ghoul,” said John, with an equal
mix of rapture and sorrow. “A veritable goddess of severed
appendages.”

“At your service,” said Mary, curtseying
lightly. “Now, can we go? There's a hole in the fencing just over
here.”

“Only a ghoul?” said Gwen haughtily. “Freddy
is a vampire—that's far more prestigious than being a ghoul.”

“You’re a vampire?” asked Mary.

“No,” I said, “and Gwen really needs to meet
a real one sometime; it will adjust her ranking system
significantly.”

“I can’t let you leave,” said Gwen. “I need
you dead if I’m to get my money, and I doubt you’ll agree to stake
yourselves at dawn.”

“We don’t even know which kind of stake,”
John agreed.

“If you so much as touch that fence,” said
Gwen, “I’ll scream and bring the whole mob running.”

“If it was that easy to get them here you’d
have done it already,” I said.

“Come closer,” Mary whispered, beckoning to
Gwen. “I’ve got something that might help you.”

“Really?” asked Gwen, but as soon as she
drew near the fence Mary swung a stout wooden club out the shadows
and between the bars, cracking soundly on Gwen’s head. Gwen dropped
like a rock.

I stared in shock.

“There,” said Mary, “that’s one problem
solved.”

“You’ve killed her!”

“Wishful thinking,” said Mary, “though she
does have wonderful ears.”

John knelt down and probed Gwen’s head, then
felt her neck. “She’s quite alive, though she’s going to have a
rather large bump on her head.” He turned to Mary with an adoring
smile. “Is there anything you can’t do?”

“We need to go,” I said, peering through the
trees and gravestones. “There’s someone coming this way.”

“Should we bring her?” asked John, still
cradling Gwen’s head. “If they think you bit her to escape, they
might kill her, too.”

“She has no bite marks and a bump the size
of a walnut,” I said. “What kind of teeth do they think I
have?”

“They’re getting closer,” said Mary,
pointing through the bars in the fence. I followed her gaze to a
pair of dark black figures, cloaked in shadow, slowly picking their
way toward us through the gravestones.

I dropped to a crouch. “Those aren’t
farmers,” I whispered, “they’re vampires!”

“How did they find us?” asked John.

“I suppose it can’t have been hard,” I said,
“just follow the giant torch-waving mob.”

“That’s the third time you’ve mentioned
vampires,” said Mary. “What’s going on?”

“Well you see—” said John.

“We’ll tell you later,” I said, cutting him
off. “We have to leave before they find us— vampires are the last
thing I need right now.”

“Grab the coffin, then,” said John, picking
up one end of it.

“Not yet,” I said, grabbing Gwen by the
shoulders. “We’ve got to save Gwen first.”

“She tried to kill you,” said Mary.

“But now there are vampires coming,” I said,
Picking Gwen up off the ground. “After what they told us about
their recruiting habits, it doesn’t seem right to leave an
unconscious Gwendolyn alone with them. We may as well drain her of
blood ourselves.”

“That’s the spirit!” cried John.

“You’ve spoken with the vampires?” asked
Mary.

“Just help me get her through the fence.” I
glanced quickly back at the vampires; they were getting much
closer. Mary led us to the left, by a thick hawthorn bush, and
pulled it aside to reveal a gaping hole between the iron bars.

“Are you sure this hole is big enough for a
coffin?” I asked, stopping for a closer look. “It's kind of
important.”

“The tighter the better, I say,” said John.
“It will give us some good birth imagery.”

“Birth imagery?”

“You know,” said John. “You’re being
squeezed through a tight place, almost impossible to escape from,
but when you come out on the other side you’re a new person,
starting a new life!”

“You do understand that we’re currently in
the real world,” said Mary, “and not some kind of literary
metaphor, right?”

“I wouldn’t count on it,” I said, prodding
the hole to see if there was a way to widen it. The bars held
firm.

“Why should the real world be any different
from literature?” asked John, lying down and beginning to crawl
through. “If imagery can add depth and meaning to a work of
fiction, then certainly it can do the same to our actual lives,
can’t it?”

“I am more interested in preserving my life
from the various people attempting to end it,” I said, “than I am
in adding any depth and meaning to it.”

“And what exactly is this birth imagery
supposed to represent, in this case?” asked Mary, helping John
through the hole. “Are we starting new lives as graverobbers? That
wouldn’t work in my case.”

“Maybe we don’t know what we’re starting new
lives as,” said John, wriggling through the last few inches. “Maybe
we don’t find out just yet—or, more likely, we know all along, but
we don’t figure it out until the illuminating light of later
events.” He stood up, brushed himself off, and beckoned for Gwen.
“Send her through.”

“Well I know one thing,” I said, dropping
Gwen to the ground and shoving her arms through the hole. “In
Gwen’s case the imagery is going to be very short-lived. As soon as
you pull her through I’m sending you the coffin, and we’re putting
her into it. It’s the only way to carry them both.”

“That certainly is melancholy, isn’t it?”
said John. “Perhaps that’s the meaning behind our metaphor—the
fleetingness of life. So short a trip from womb to coffin, and so
little difference between them. Each dark and small, and ever so
lonely.”

“Stop weeping and help me pull,” said Mary,
her voice muffled through clenched teeth.

“Sorry, sorry,” said John, and with a single
great heave they pulled Gwen the rest of the way through the hole.
“I suppose your story will be even more tragic, Frederick,” he
continued. “At least Gwen, metaphorically speaking, gets the chance
to be alive before she goes into the coffin. You won’t even get
that—you’ll still be undead, birth metaphor or not.”

“What?” asked Mary, dropping Gwen heavily in
the grass. She thrust her face through the bars and furrowed her
brow. “Are you running from vampires, or are you one?”

“It’s very confusing,” I said, “I can
explain it all later when we have more—”.

“We haven’t told you yet?” asked John, and
Mary swung back around to look at him. “Frederick’s a vampire,” he
continued, “the Great One, in fact. I thought you knew.”

Mary raised an eyebrow.

“I am not the Great One.”

“He’s very modest,” said John.

“I’ve never met a vampire before,” said
Mary. “Surprising, actually, in my line of work.”

“Well you still haven’t met one,” I
insisted. “I’m as normal a human as you or John—more normal,
actually, given that particular comparison. Now get ready—as soon
as I dump out this dirt I’m sending you a coffin.”

“You can’t dump out the dirt!” cried John.
“That’s the biggest clue we could give them!”

“A clue?”

“When they realize we’re gone they’ll come
looking for us, and this hole is too small to see unless you know
precisely where it is—or if there’s a big pile of dirt to mark the
place for you.”

“And if you’re a vampire,” said Mary, “then
isn’t that dirt the soil of your homeland? I thought you vampires
needed that to sleep on at night.”

“Fine, then,” I said, and heaved the coffin
up and into the hole. It was a tight fit, but with me pushing and
John and Mary pulling we managed to make it work. I climbed through
after it just in time to push the hawthorn back into place. The
vampires stopped by the fence, listening, then heard something else
and wandered off in a new direction.

John had opened the coffin and flopped Gwen
into it. “Ready,” he said.

“Then let’s get far away from here.” I took
a step, paused, and gave Mary a suspicious look. “Are there any
body parts in that bag?”

Mary smiled sheepishly. “No?”

I sighed. “Good enough, I suppose. Just as
long as we don’t leave a trail of blood.”

“Or fingers,” said Mary. I grimaced, and she
grimaced back, and we set off through the darkness.

 


----

Mary’s home turned out to be a flat in the
center of town, but with the mob and the constables busy looking
for me elsewhere, we were able to creep through the darkened
streets without being seen. The coffin proved even heavier than we
thought, full as it was of both dirt and maiden, and I determined
to discuss Gwen’s weight with her as soon as she regained
consciousness.

Mary led us through a narrow, winding alley
to the back door of her building, and upon unlocking the door led
us downstairs rather than up. Cold air lurked ominously in the
basement stairwell, and an even colder gust rushed out to meet us
when she unlocked the interior door.

“Careful,” said Mary, “it’s a little slick
in here.”

We shuffled blindly into the dark, frozen
room and waited while Mary gathered matches and lit a small lamp.
The scene that greeted us when the lamp sprang to life was as
grotesque as any I have ever seen, before or since. Great blocks of
ice lined the walls on every side, and in the middle of the room—on
tables, racks, shelves, heaps, and hooks—a host of dismembered body
parts lay motionless and frozen. On my left sat a row of hands,
curled into unearthly gestures, and on my right a lock of hair
protruding from a barrel gave me good reason not to lift the lid
any further.

Most horrifying of all, a giant half-body
lay on a table in the center of the room, stitches running across
it like a patchwork quilt. I say half-body, but do not imagine a
whole person neatly divided down the center; rather, picture a
jumble of missing pieces, gangrenous and bloody, cobbled together
by a madman—or a madwoman. I turned my head and squeezed my eyes
shut, certain that I would never clear the image from my head.

From the sound I could tell that Mary closed
and locked the door behind us, latching no less than four bolts to
keep it tightly sealed.

“The landlady thinks I’m a butcher,” she
explained, “though I wouldn’t be surprised if she suspected
something more. Not after that sack of legs I brought home on
Tuesday—I’m missing a toe, and I’m afraid she might have found
it.”

She paused at this point, but neither John
nor I could muster the will to speak.

“Oh, come now,” she said, walking around the
room to the far side, “I told you I collect body parts, and you
demanded to see my collection. What were you expecting?” Something
fell with a light thud, as if knocked from a tabletop, but I didn’t
have the heart to look and see what it was.

“I’m sorry,” I said, my eyes still closed.
“I can’t honestly say what I was expecting. Body parts wouldn’t be
so bad, actually, but what you have here is a room full of wounds
and gashes, which is an altogether different situation.”

“Some graverobbers you turned out to be,”
said Mary derisively. “What are you going to do if you ever find
this body you’re looking for?”

“Pray that it’s intact,” I said. “Now, may
we...look around?”

“Not with your eyes closed.”

“I suppose not,” I said, and opened my right
eye just a crack. I did not immediately faint, and so I deemed it
safe to open the eye all the way. When this did not cause me to
faint either, I opened my left eye and looked cautiously around the
room. “John,” I said softly, “set down the coffin.”

John did nothing.

“John,” I said, “it’s all right, you can
open your eyes.”

“They’re open,” said Mary, her arms crossed.
“He’s staring at my body.”

“John, she already told you she’s
married—“

“Not that one,” said Mary, and pointed at
the disassembled corpse in the center of the room. I glanced at the
ghastly body, cringed again, and then noticed that John was,
indeed, staring at it. He seemed enthralled, eyes wide in solemn
contemplation, and I worried that he would forget about the coffin
and drop it right where he stood.

I leaned over to look at the body. “Is
that...? I’ll be damned, is that Bloody Toby Tichborne?”

“Big man, convict, died two nights ago?”

“Sounds right.”

“That’s him, then,” said Mary. “Well, some
of him. I find that with fiddly work like this it helps to have a
large frame to build on. Bloody Toby here, if that’s his name, was
a very lucky find.”

“That’s his name alright,” I said, “I just
never expected it to be so accurate.”

“You wanted a metaphor, Frederick,” said
John reverently. “There it is.”

“No I didn’t.”

“Look at him,” John continued. “He’s not
fully a man, he’s an incomplete man. But he’s so many incomplete
men all at once that he becomes complete again. It is...society. It
is the modern world. It is life.”

I hefted the coffin. “Can we set this down
before I ignore the rest of whatever you’re saying?”

“Of course,” said John, and Mary hastened to
clear off a space on a nearby table. We set the coffin on it and
John hurried over to the table. He examined the body for some time,
reaching out but never quite touching it. “Excellent
stitching.”

“Thank my mother,” said Mary. “Imagine my
surprise when monogramming handkerchiefs turned out to be a useful
skill.”

“Would anyone like to help me with the body
that isn’t dead?” I asked.

“We just did,” said John absently, waving
his hand. “I haven’t dealt with a real cadaver since medical
school.”

“Could you explain something to me?” asked
Mary, moving around to John’s side of the table. “I’m not certain
how to connect these organs here in the middle—it’s really just a
big pile of gizzards as far as I can tell.”

I turned away from them, levering off the
lid of the coffin and studying Gwen’s body inside. The top of her
head had the beginnings of a bruise, but she was still breathing
and seemed otherwise unharmed. As I stood there, wondering what to
do with her, her eyes began to flicker and struggle open, and
eventually managed to focus on me.

“Frederick,” she said, “where are we?”

“Don’t ask,” I said. “In fact, the ideal
situation right now is for you to tell me about the silly vampire
dream you had and then fall back asleep.”

“It wasn’t a dream,” she said, thinking. “We
were in the cemetery and—am I in a coffin?”

“Well, yes,” I admitted, “sort of.”

“Why is it full of dirt, and why am I
wearing this black cloak?” Her eyes flared in shock. “Am I a
vampire?” Slowly her wide eyes narrowed into smoldering anger.
“Frederick Whithers, I should slap you! Such impertinence as to
make me a vampire—“

“Wait,” I protested, trying to push her
down, “don’t sit up.”

“Of all the horrid things to do to a
friend—“ She sat up abruptly and froze, her slap hanging in the air
only halfway to my face. Her eyes traveled around the room,
trekking slowly from one severed limb to the next, and then darting
back to me in silent hysteria.

“Don’t try to speak,” I mumbled, whereupon
she nodded and, in lieu of words, resorted to a primal scream of
horror, followed by a faint that dropped her neatly back into the
coffin. John and Mary glanced over at me, their hands full of
frozen red blobs.

“Don’t worry,” I said, patting the coffin.
“She’s down again.”
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May I never leave my grave among the
dead.
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Just after midnight

 


While Gwen slept, and John explained to Mary
the inner workings of the human torso, I took the opportunity to
explore—as gingerly as possible—Mary’s collection of body parts.
They were organized, I soon noticed, by size—the smallest specimens
of each type were pushed to the side or back, while the largest
pieces sat prominently in the front of each shelf and table. As I
looked through it all my unease grew greater and more consuming—not
so much because of the parts that were there, but those that
weren’t. Mary had spoken truly—she had no full bodies, and none of
the pieces were recognizable as formerly belonging to Harry
Beard.

“No luck, John,” I said. “Harry’s not
here.”

“Then who has him?” John asked, sizing up a
jumble of ribs and placing them in order. “Bodies don’t just
disappear, without anyone having taken them.”

“Are you sure you have no ghoul competition,
Mary?” I asked. “I can’t think of anyone else who would steal a
body from the graveyard.”

“I wouldn’t be surprised if I did,” she
answered, staring into the barrel of heads. “It would explain why I
can’t get any good ears.”

“You’re not planning to put the ears on
separately, are you?” asked John.

“I haven’t decided yet,” she sighed, closing
the lid and sitting on a nearby chair. “That’s the problem with
building a corpse—all I’ve got to work with are seconds, and I
don’t trust them. If those ears are so good,” she said, pointing at
the barrel of heads, “then why are their owners dead?”

“Let’s try to stick to the topic at hand,” I
said. “We need to find a body, and our best lead has turned out
very poorly—at least in the body-finding sense,” I added as Mary
furrowed her brow. “You’ve been wonderfully hospitable
otherwise.”

“I could recommend a couple of very good
charnel houses,” said Mary.

“I never hoped to be the kind of person,” I
said, “to whom other people recommend charnel houses.”

“Yet in our case,” said John, “such a
recommendation would be fantastically useful. We need a body, and
they’re bound to have plenty of bodies at a charnel house—it’s
practically their specialty.”

“You could put it that way,” I said.

“Explain to me,” said Mary, “exactly why you
need this particular man’s body. I can’t see how it could be this
important, unless he swallowed a diamond necklace right before he
died.”

“In a manner of speaking, he did,” I said,
sitting down. “Harry Beard left behind a fortune when he died,
totaling ninety thousand pounds. I was about to claim it, when
suddenly his body went missing. You may not know much of banks, but
you can imagine they’re reticent to hand out ninety thousand pound
inheritances of people they cannot confirm as being dead.”

“It almost makes one wonder,” said Mary, “if
perhaps someone else is trying to claim the inheritance, and has
the body for himself.”

“Close,” said John, “but the man trying to
steal the inheritance from us is actually a woman, and she doesn’t
have the body.”

Mary looked at me, eyebrow raised in
question, and I pointed at Gwen sleeping in the coffin. Mary
nodded.

“She’s my sister,” I said. “Not really, of
course, but then I’m not really Harry’s nephew, either.”

“Naturally,” said Mary, nodding. “I assume
she wants you dead so she can have it all to herself.”

“You pick up on these things so much more
quickly than John.”

“And the vampires?” Mary asked. “How long
have you been one?”

“I’m not one,” I said, rubbing my temples,
“and I never have been. It’s a rather large misunderstanding that
refuses to go away.”

“What evidence can you offer me,” said Mary,
“to prove that you are not a vampire?”

“Do you ask everyone for evidence that
they’re not a vampire?” I asked. “Wouldn’t it make more sense to
ask for evidence that I am a vampire? Why should I be considered
vampiric by default?”

“Most people,” she said, “do not spend their
time in graveyards at night carrying coffins full of dirt.”

“I’ve met quite a few
vampires in the last two days,” I said, “and none of them has been
in a graveyard carrying a coffin full of dirt.”

“Still, though,” mused Mary, “asking
everyone if he’s a vampire is not that bad an idea. You can never
tell, these days.”

“And with that,” I said, “we have reached
our madness quotient for the conversation. John, are you done with
whatever horrid thing you’re doing over there?”

“Almost,” he said, examining an array of
organs. “I’m trying to put them into relative order, so Mary can
just sew them together and pop the pile into the body, but I can’t
seem to decipher what this thing is.” He held up a large brown
blob. “I’d swear it’s a liver, but he’s already got one, and much
more conveniently sized.”

“You found it!” said Mary, running over and
snatching the blob from John’s hand. “It’s the calf liver I bought
for dinner last Sunday. I haven’t been able to find it since—thank
you!” She kissed John lightly on the cheek and smiled happily at
her prize.

“Before you boil it up for us,” I said, “I
believe it’s time for us to go: Harry’s not here, and the charnel
house awaits. If we hurry we can get in, search the palce, and be
gone by before morning.”

“An excellent idea,” said Mary, “especially
because we need to get Gwen out of here before she wakes up again.
Another good scream like that and she’ll bring the constabulary
down on top of us—or, at the very least, my landlady.”

“Waking up in charnel house won’t be any
easier on her,” said John.

“No,” said Mary, “but my landlady’s not in
the charnel house. Yet.”

“Whatever you’re thinking,” I said, “don’t.
And please wash that liver before you eat it. You don’t know where
it’s been—or, rather, you do.”

Preparing to leave, we washed our hands in a
small basin near the back of the room, and John and I picked up the
coffin. Mary led us back out and up the stairs, locking the door
tightly behind us, and we crept through a growing rainstorm on our
way to the charnel house.

Even before we arrived, the stink of death
hung heavily in the air, getting stronger with each step down the
final stretch of road. The charnel house itself was dark and
ominous, with rough stone walls and narrow windows that made it
look like a medieval keep. As we neared the back door, every flash
of lightning turned the building very briefly into a castle of
death, ruled over by hordes of zombies, but as each bolt passed I
shook the image from my mind and pressed forward doggedly. Mary,
upon arriving at the door, produced a key.

“You have a key to a charnel house?” I
asked.

“I’m a recent acquaintance of one of the
workers here,” she answered. “You’d be surprised what some people
will give you when they’re thinking about other things.”

“Do I want to ask what this one was thinking
about?”

“It’s open,” said Mary as the lock clicked,
and John and I followed her in with Gwen and the coffin. With the
door shut behind us, Mary again lit a lamp and began leading us
through the building—which, I was surprised to discover, was little
more than a single large room full of shelves and boxes of bodies,
and not a few piles of bodies yet to be sorted.

“Set it down here,” I said to John, and we
put the coffin onto the back of a small wagon. We shook the rain
from our coats but kept them on, as it was deathly cold within the
vast warehouse. “If we search independently, we can save a lot of
time. Neither of you know what Harry looks like, so look for old
men and call me over when you find one.” Mary lit a lamp for each
of us, and we set to work—myself on the shelves, and John and Mary
sifting through the piles. Even among the sorted bodies nothing was
labeled, and as nothing had been treated the stench was horrific.
Plugging my nose, I started examining the bodies one by one.

After nearly fifteen minutes, by which time
John had become sufficiently distracted and resumed writing on his
shirt, Mary called to me to inspect yet another old man. I trotted
over, and together we pulled the man off the top of the latest pile
of corpses. I held my lamp to the body’s face to get a good look,
and almost dropped it in shock. “Gustav!”

“Someone you know?” said Mary, peering down
predatorily at the man.

“Someone who knows me,” I said. “The man who
helped me escape from prison.”

“So you’ve been in prison too?” asked Mary.
“You’re far more interesting than you look, you know.”

“Who is it?” asked John, walking over and
sharpening his stick of charcoal with his scalpel. “Oh, it’s the
man from the graveyard—the gravedigger. What’s his name?”

“Gustav,” I said.

“Yes, Gustav,” said John. “He looked so
healthy when we saw him this afternoon—well, as healthy as an
ancient, weathered laborer can look with two people sitting on
him.”

“Look at his neck,” said Mary, pointing. “I
hate to feed the stereotype, but those two small holes look awfully
like fang marks.

“They do,” I said, “and he’s the third one
to die of them. First the mortician, then the carriage driver, and
now Gustav.”

“The carriage driver?” asked John.
“Winston?”

“You were still in your coffin when they
said it,” I said, standing up and pacing. “Herring found the
carriage driver dead, and apparently drained of blood.”

“So you’ve been sucking people’s blood,”
said Mary, “and then just leaving the bodies out for the Inspector
to find? You should be more careful.”

“It’s not me,” I said, “it’s somebody else.
Somebody who’s been following us. But we don’t know if that’s what
happened to Gustav—he’s an old man, working outside in the middle
of January; maybe he just died.”

“No, it was a vampire,” said John, examining
the man’s neck. “There’s nothing else I can think of that would
leave marks like this in his neck.”

“There’s plenty of things,” I said, getting
more nervous. “Perhaps he fell and landed on a meat fork—that would
look like fang marks.”

“But that would have left bloody holes,”
said John, “and these are clean.”

“And vampires always leave clean wounds?” I
asked, irritated.

“Well, I imagine a vampire would lick the
wound clean,” said John. “Certainly cleaner than a meat fork. I’m
only guessing, though—you’re the vampire, not me.”

“Neither one of us is a vampire,” I
corrected.

“Well, it seems clear that somebody is,”
said Mary. “Gustav didn’t bite himself. Perhaps the vampires we saw
in the graveyard?”

“It couldn’t be,” I said. “They’re too weak
and scared to actually bite anybody, unless they caught him in his
sleep.”

“Which they may have done,” said John. “It
is very late, after all, and we scared the poor man quite soundly
this evening.”

“That’s the thing,” I said. “If you’d been
caught and interrogated by someone you thought was a vampire, would
you just go home and go to sleep? I’d stay awake all night with a
fire poker in one hand and string of garlic in the other.”

“Or a block of cheddar,” added John.

“So who’s following you?” asked Mary.

“Oh dear,” I said, feeling suddenly weak. I
sat down quickly on the floor, eyes wide with a startling
realization. “Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear.”

“Frederick,” said Mary, “we’ve barely
met.”

“Sable and the other vampires are looking
for the Great One,” I explained, “a vampire who can overcome the
weaknesses that keep the rest of them in hiding. A vampire who can
actually overpower victims and all that rubbish.”

“Of course,” said John, sitting down next to
me. “You.”

“I don’t mean me,” I said, “and I don’t mean
just any vampire—there’s plenty of those, unfortunately.” I took a
deep breath. “What if there’s actually a Great One?”

“I thought we’d established that you’re the
Great One,” said Mary, sitting down as well. “After all, you are
highly resistant to garlic.”

“Are you saying there’s another Great One?”
asked John. “In that case there’s bound to be some competition over
who gets to be the leader of the armies of darkness.”

“Competition is precisely the problem,” I
said. “Everyone thinks I’m the Great One, for reasons unknown to
me—“

“I’m sure the garlic immunity has a lot to
do with it,” said Mary.

“—but the real Great One
is out there,” I continued, “and he’s probably very angry with me
for pretending to be him. So he’s been tracking me down—that’s why
everyone I talk to winds up drained of blood a few hours
later.”

“That doesn’t put him very far behind us,”
said Mary.

“But not everybody you talk to has been
killed,” said John. “Mary’s still alive, and Gwen and the
Inspector.”

“Mary’s been with us,” I said, “and Gwen’s
been either with us or with the Inspector—and I’d like to think
he’s competent enough to notice when his female companion gets
ravished by blood-sucking predator.”

“Who else have you seen?” asked Mary.

“Aside from vampires,” I said, “there’s the
men at the Toad in the Hole, the men at the bank—and Percy!”

“You don’t think the other Great One got to
Percy!” cried John.

“We haven’t heard anything about it,” I said
fearfully, trying to calm myself, “and I’m sure Gwen would have
mentioned it.”

“Who’s Percy?” asked Mary.

“Gwen’s brother.”

“In the same sense that you’re Gwen’s
brother?”

“No,” I said, “in the real sense. He helped
her betray me.”

“Then why do you care if he’s alive?” she
asked.

“That’s a little callous, don’t you
think?”

“And a little bloodthirsty,” said John, then
froze, wide-eyed in shock. “Frederick!” he whispered loudly.

“What?” I asked.

“She’s bloodthirsty,” he continued through
clenched teeth.

“You’re the one who helped her put a corpse
back together,” I said.

“What are you getting at?” Mary asked
him.

“Don’t you get it?” said John.
“’Bloodthirsty,’ as in ‘thirsts for blood?’ She’s the other Great
One!”

“I am not!” protested Mary.

“Why would she be the other Great One?” I
asked, then quickly shook my head. “I mean, the only Great
One?”

“Percy hasn’t been killed yet,” John
explained, “because she doesn’t know who he is.”

I thought about it for a minute, then jumped
back from her in fear, clutching John’s arms.

“You're right!” I cried. “That’s why she
hasn’t been killed either!”

“But we already said that the reason I
wasn’t killed is because I was with you,” said Mary.

“You weren’t with me the whole time,” I
said. “You went over the wall, and we didn’t see you for almost
half an hour. Why didn’t the Great One kill you then, hmmm?”

“The Other Great One,” John corrected.

“If I’m the other Great One,” said Mary,
hands on her hips, “then why haven’t I just killed you?”

“It’s not dawn yet, said John. “You have to
stake him at dawn.”

“Don’t tell her that!” I said. “It’s not
true, but there’s no sense giving her any ideas.”

“If I’m the Other Great One,” said Mary,
“then why did I call you over to look at the gravedigger’s body?
Why give you the final clue that made you realize there was another
Great One chasing you?”

“That is a good point,” I said, ceasing to
cringe. “That wouldn’t make any sense at all.”

“The one who didn’t call you over,” said
Mary, “was John—he wasn’t even looking, because he didn’t want us
to find the gravedigger at all!”

“But John’s not the Great One,” I said.
“He’s been everywhere with me—ah!” I jumped away from John’s side,
now clutching Mary’s arm as we fearfully backed away from John.
“You’ve gone everywhere I've gone, and everywhere I've gone people
have been attacked by vampires! It has to be you!”

“But I’ve never left you’re side!” said
John, “except for a few minutes underneath a coffin, but I couldn’t
very well kill the gravedigger from that position, could I?”

“So the only one left is you!” shouted Mary,
and she jumped away from me, clutching John’s arm as they slowly
backed away in terror.

“You already thought I was the Great One,” I
said slowly. “How does this change anything?”

“Oh that’s right,” said John, stopping. “I’d
forgotten.”

“Listen,” I said, sitting back down,
“there’s too much going on. We’re scared, and tired, and surrounded
by piles of dead bodies—it’s a nerve-wracking situation for
anybody, let alone people being hunted by the most powerful vampire
in the world. We just need to calm down.”

“You’re right,” said John, sitting next to
me. “I’m sorry I ever doubted you.”

“So you don’t think I’m the Great One?” I
asked.

“Certainly not the Other Great One,” he
explained. “You couldn’t very well be both.”

“So you’re being chased by the world’s most
powerful vampire,” said Mary, sitting on my other side, “as well as
the world’s most fanatical vampire hunter. On top of that, you’ve
got a horde of lesser vampires who won’t leave you alone.”

“'Lesser' vampires?” I asked. “So you have
met them.”

“You’ve got you’re work cut out for you,”
said Mary.

“Sometimes I think,” I said, “that we’re
never going to find Harry’s body at all.”

“Probably not,” said John. “That is, not
unless he walks up to us and asks for his coffin back.”

At that moment a stark footstep sounded
behind us, and we turned in unison, eyes wide with fear. A figure
walked slowly toward us, draped in black, his head shrouded in a
dark hood. He stopped just a few paces from us, stared for a
minute, and solemnly revealed his face. He was an old man, wrinkled
but stately, and with the air of upper-class elegance that comes
from a lifetime of wearing very expensive clothes. My jaw, formerly
closed, now fell open so wide that I’m certain it touched the
floor.

“Harry?” I whispered.

“I’ve been looking for you,” said Harry
Beard, “because you have something of mine. A vampire, as you know,
must retire to his coffin to rest on the soil of his homeland, and
my coffin, for the past few days, has been in your possession. I
should kill you all right here for the trouble you’ve caused me,
but I’m really very tired so you’ll have to forgive me a small
delay and wait for me to return and kill you in the morning. Ah,
there it is—I see you’ve even put it up on a wagon for me. How
kind.” He bowed politely to Mary, took hold of the wagon, and
pulled it quickly out into the darkness, closing the door neatly
behind him.

John, Mary and I sat for several moments in
stunned silence.

“So,” said Mary after a while, “that was the
dead body you’ve been looking for?”

“It was,” I said.

“Harry is the Other Great One,” said John.
“That will make it very difficult to collect on his
inheritance.”

“It will,” I said.

We sat in silence a moment longer.

“Wait,” said Mary. “Wasn’t Gwendolyn in that
coffin?”

“Oh dear,” I said, and collapsed onto my
back.

“This is too wonderful!” cried John.
“Where’s my pencil?”

 


 




Bath

Very early morning

 


I stared at the ceiling of the charnel
house, my mind reeling.

“I think it’s time we took stock of our
situation,” I said. “A good, healthy reevaluation of our position.
Fact one: a powerful vampire intends to kill us. Fact two: we
should forget about everything else and hide in France for the rest
of our lives.”

“Fact three:” said John, “the powerful
vampire is holding Gwen captive, and we have to rescue her.”

“Fact four:” I countered, “Gwen wants to
kill us too, so fact three doesn’t count.”

“Fact five:” said John, tapping his finger
on his chin, “Gwen only wants to kill us because of the
inheritance, and due to fact six—the fact that the powerful vampire
in question is owner of the money—we arrive at fact seven: there is
no inheritance to be had.”

“You’re forgetting something,” said Mary,
leaning forward. “Fact eight: if the owner of the money is a
vampire, then it’s not against the law to kill him. Therefore, fact
nine: the inheritance is still available.”

“Fact ten:” I said, still lying on the
floor, “fact nine is heavily dependent on fact eight, which is
countered rather handily by fact one, in conjunction with fact
eleven: the powerful vampire is likely to kill us before we kill
him. This counters fact nine and returns us to fact seven, which
only serves to make fact two a more enticing proposition.”

“Fact twelve:” said John, “fact eleven is a
little thin in the fact department, and heavy on conjecture. I move
that it be stricken from the record.”

“And that,” said Mary, “weakens fact one,
thus reactivating fact eight and returning us from fact two to fact
nine. It also means that fact twelve moves into fact eleven’s
recently vacated place.”

“I’m starting to get confused,” said
John.

“So the new fact twelve,” I said, sitting
up, “is that both of you are raving lunatics. And I am not going to
risk my life attacking the Great One.”

“Fact thirteen:” said John, “he’s not the
Great One, he’s the Other Great One. We have a Great One of our
own—namely, you—accompanied by both a poet and a ghoul. It would
seem to me that a Great One by himself is no match for a Great One
and his friends.”

“I think I’ll stand by fact twelve for now,”
I said.

“Let’s assume for a minute,” said Mary,
“that we do find a way to defeat the other Great One.”

“How?” I demanded.

“I don’t know yet,” she said, “we’ll just
label it fact fourteen for the time being, and fill it in
later.”

“Very convenient,” I mumbled.

“Given fact fourteen,” Mary continued, “do
you admit that fact eight is a possibility?”

“Given fact fourteen,” I said, “which seems
like a very narrow chance if you ask me, we can indeed follow
through on fact eight—but doing so will nullify fact three and
return us to fact four, which may as well be fact one for all the
good it does us, and returns us once again to fact two. Are you
seeing a pattern here? It’s pretty much death or France no matter
what we do.”

“That is a hard choice,” said John,
furrowing his brow, “unless we modify fact two to say Rome instead
of France. Then death wouldn’t be nearly so enticing.”

“So we have to deal with fact four,” said
Mary, chewing on her lip as she pondered. “I suppose we could just
wait until fact three takes care of itself—we arrive for the rescue
just a moment too late. Harry kills Gwen and that’s the end of fact
four, we kill Harry and that’s the end of fact one, and thus we
remove all obstacles that would impede fact nine.”

“Which fact are we on now?” asked John. “I’m
getting them mixed up. Whichever number it is, it says that we
can’t allow Harry to kill Gwen. What kind of heroes would we be if
we failed to rescue the damsel in distress?”

“We’re thieves,” I said irritably. “I don’t
see how heroism enters into it.”

“And we’re on fifteen,” said Mary. “just so
you know. Sixteen now, if anyone wants to claim it.”

“I’ll use sixteen,” I said, standing up.
“Fact sixteen says that we still don’t have a fact fourteen, so
this entire conversation is useless conjecture.”

“I need to write these down,” said John,
“I’m losing track.”

“I’ve got it!” cried Mary, jumping to her
feet. “Fact fourteen: we stake him at dawn. That’s how they were
going to kill you, after all.”

“But we still don’t know which kind of
stake,” said John, furiously scribbling on the leg of his
pants.

“Fact seventeen,” I said, “is that stakes at
dawn won’t work as fact fourteen. We don’t even know where Harry
is, so we don’t have any hope of finding him, catching him, holding
him, and then staking him. He’s too strong for us to deal
with.”

“We’ve already stricken that argument from
the record,” said Mary. “He’s not any stronger than you are.”

“If that were true,” I said, “then we
wouldn’t have any problems at all. But don’t forget fact eighteen:
I’m not a vampire!”

“I’ve been going over the facts,” said John,
examining a list on his pant leg, “and I think we’ve left out a
number of important things.”

“Go ahead,” I sighed, pacing nervously.

“Fact nineteen:” said John, adding it to the
end of his list as he went, “There is a very large contingent of
vampires prepared to follow you to the bitter end.”

“That sounds more impressive than it is,” I
said, smiling weakly at Mary, “but keep going.”

“Fact twenty:” continued John, “Plumb &
Gaddie Banking Associates still has Harry’s money, and doesn’t know
anything about his remarkable rise from the grave.”

I paused in my pacing, ideas suddenly flying
through my head. “I think I can see where you’re headed,” I said,
“but keep going.”

“And finally,” said John, “fact fourteen:
there is a certain vampire hunter, of passing acquaintance to us,
who is very excited about finding and killing a Great One.”

“That,” I said happily, “is the best fact
fourteen I’ve heard in a long time. I’m sure Inspector Herring will
be delighted to deal with our problem for us—all we have to do is
tell him what he needs to know without getting ourselves caught
again.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand,” said Mary.
“Is this vampire hunter the one who was planning to stake you at
dawn?”

“The very one,” I said, getting more excited
with the possibilities. “We just need to get him on Harry’s trail
instead of our own. He’ll hunt the vampire down, stake him at dawn
or whatever nonsense it takes to kill him, and we won’t have to
worry about a thing.”

“Except for Gwen,” said Mary. “If he frees
Gwen—and he seems likely to—then we’re right back at fact four, and
you’ve got someone else trying to kill you.”

“That’s the best part,” I said, throwing out
my hands in jubilation. “While Harry and the Inspector are busy
chasing each other around, we’ll be back in London getting the
money. By the time Gwen is freed, we’ll have fact nine in our
pockets and be on a boat halfway to fact two.”

“Rome!” said John happily. “I’ve always
wanted to go to Rome, you know.”

“But how will you claim the money without
Harry’s body?” asked Mary.

“It doesn’t matter,” I said, “because they
don’t know what he looks like. We can use any old dead man we
want—we can use Gustav here. As long as we show them a body that
looks like it could be Harry, they’ll assume that it is.”

“Then why didn’t you do that in the first
place,” asked Mary, “instead of dragging a coffin all the way to
Bath and rooting through graveyards and charnel houses?”

I stood for a moment with my mouth open,
unsure how to answer.

“You should have been there,” said John at
last. “It all made so much sense at the time.”

“Never mind,” I said. “We have a plan now,
and there’s no time to waste. John, how much of Mr. Washpole’s
money do we have left?”

“Just enough for a coach back to London,” he
said.

“Splendid. Get Gustav’s feet, and we’ll take
him with us.”

“Wouldn’t it be easier to leave him here,”
said Mary, “and find another dead body in London?”

“Unlike yourself,” I said, grabbing Gustav
by the arms, “we are unlikely to run across any more dead bodies in
the next few hours. We’ll have the carriage take us straight to
Percy’s house, we’ll get cleaned up, and then it’s off to the
mortuary to plop him in a coffin. With the mortician’s assurance
that Harry is, in fact, dead, we’ll be at the bank by mid-afternoon
and the money will be ours.”

“Won’t people be suspicious when they see
you carrying a corpse?” asked Mary.

“It all depends on how you carry him,” said
John, hauling Gustav up and slinging the body’s arm over his
shoulder. “With Frederick on the other side, it will look like
we’re innocently caring for a friend who’s had too much to
drink.”

“Except that we’ll be hiding our faces from
virtually everyone who passes by,” I said, “because most of them
are probably out to kill us.”

“That’s the benefit of a dead body,” said
John, slapping Gustav’s shoulder. “You always know you can trust
it.”

“So where does Inspector Herring fit into
your schedule?” asked Mary. “If you spend all day avoiding him, it
will be difficult to tell him about Mr. Beard.”

“That’s where you come in.”

“Oh, no,” said Mary quickly, “I don’t come
into it anywhere. I helped you escape because you did the same for
me, but I can’t afford to get caught up in the mess that seems to
follow you around. I’ve got a husband and a corpse to think
about.”

“Harry has a surprising knack at following
us around,” I said, “which means that he probably knows where you
live. The odds say that he will return there when attempting to
kill us.”

“And you want me to bring Herring back to my
house to lie in wait and catch him?” asked Mary in disbelief.
“Perhaps you’re forgetting the sizable collection of dead people in
my basement—that’s not the sort of thing I like royal Inspectors to
be around.”

“The Inspector won’t be in your basement,” I
said, “he’ll be in your flat, hiding in the closet. All you have to
do is leave the window open: Harry flies in as a bat or mist or
something, then you slam the window shut and Herring jumps on him
with a stake. The end.”

“This isn’t a burglar we’re talking about,”
said Mary, “it’s a vampire—a Great One, in fact.”

“Doesn’t that sound odd to either of you?” I
asked, interrupting her. “Saying ‘a’ Great One instead of ‘the’
Great One? Obviously there’s only one, or they’d be the Great Two,
so let’s just let Harry be ‘the’ Great One and I’ll be ‘the’ Man in
Rome with Lots of Money and No Vampires to Worry About.” I paused.
“Speaking of which,” I said to Mary, “you’re probably going to want
a share of the ninety thousand pounds.”

“How can money compare to good
companionship?” said Mary. “I’m in it for the dead bodies.”

“And you’re certainly welcome to keep every
one we find,” I said, “as long as you never tell me what you do
with them. But for now we need to get to a coach, and you need to
find a vampire hunter.”

“But wait,” said Mary as we began to leave.
“What do I tell him? ‘Hello, I’m Mary, and I wanted to let you know
that there’s actually two Great Ones, and one of them’s going to
pop into my bedroom in about ten minutes?’”

“Put a bit more emotion behind it,” said
John. “I’m not really feeling your fear yet, and that has to come
out in your performance.”

“Leave me out of it altogether,” I said. “If
he thinks you know us, he’ll probably stake you as well. Tell him
this—you were lying in bed when a vampire burst through your window
carrying a coffin and a woman of Gwendolyn’s description. You
fought him off, but he swore to return.”

“With a description like that,” said John,
“he’s liable to think it’s Frederick. Very clever.”

“Exactly,” I explained. “He’ll think that I
attacked you, so he’ll drop everything and come to investigate.
When the vampire comes for you, Herring will accuse him of not
being me—“

“Which will be true,” said John.

“—but Harry will insist
that he’s the Great One and I’m an impostor,” I continued, “thus
accusing himself and exonerating me. Herring will kill him, find
his lair, and free Gwen; you’ll be in the clear; and John and I
will be sitting on the veranda of an unassuming Italian
manor.”

“That’s a very precarious plan,” said Mary,
cocking her head. “What are the odds it will work?”

“Don’t think of it in those terms,” I said,
taking Gustav’s free arm and pulling it over my shoulder. “Think of
it this way instead—what are the odds that we can think of anything
better between now and the time an angry vampire tries to kill
you?”

“I see your point,” said Mary. “In that
light it’s a wonderful plan.”

“Excellent,” I said. “Then we’re off. I
suggest you look for Herring in the cemetery.” John and I started
walking toward the door, but after several paces we stopped, turned
around, and looked back at Mary. “Aren’t you leaving?” I asked.

“Not just yet,” she said, pulling out her
saw. “As long as I’m here I may as well pick up a few things I
need, right?”

I sighed and nodded. “I can’t argue with
that.”

“Sure you could,” said John as we turned
again to leave. “It just wouldn’t get you anywhere.”

“The difference between you and I,” I said,
“is that to me, those two statements mean the same thing.”

“Never confuse actions with consequences,”
he said as we carried Gustav outside. “You lose half your
vocabulary.”

 


----

John and I sat in the cold on a bench in
front of the livery, waiting for the carriage driver as he prepared
for the journey. Gustav’s body sat between us, his head slumped
forward limply.

“What takes you to London?” asked the
driver, leading out a horse.

“Some cheques to refund...en,” said John.
“I'm sorry, I'm usually much better at this. Start over.”

“We're visiting relatives,” I said, tilting
Gustav’s head back to an upright position. “My sister's
brother.”

The driver glanced nervousy at Gustav, then
even more nervously at John sitting eagerly beside me, then decided
I was the safest one to talk to. “Your sister's brother, but not
yours?”

“Her face is covered with red sores,” said
John. “See, I told you I could do it, now give me a hard one
again.”

The driver looked more closely at Gustav.
“He doesn’t look so good. A bit too much of the bottle?”

“We tell him to stop, but we try not to
coddle,” said John. He folded Gustav’s hands into the corpse’s lap,
evidently satisfied with his display of rhyming prowess. “He’s
lucky we’re here for him.”

“I’ll say,” said the driver, sorting out a
tangle of chains. He stopped and stared at Gustav’s face. I shut
the corpse’s mouth and smiled back. “Very pale, isn’t he?” the
driver went on. “Almost like he’s got no blood at all.”

“Almost,” I said nervously.

“It’s not every day you see somebody that
pale,” said the driver, fiddling with the buckles on the horse.
“Except for the past two days, I guess.”

“Really?” asked John, glancing at me. “What
do you mean?”

“Tragedy, it was,” said the driver. “One of
our own—a driver from this very livery. Just brought two gentlemen
from London, he did, and never lived to make the trip back.” He
stopped, leaned toward us, and lowered his voice. “Totally drained
of blood, he was, with two marks in his neck. It was a vampire that
got him.”

“Oh,” John whispered to me, still smiling at
the driver. “We knew about that one already. I was worried there’d
been another.”

“Stay worried,” I whispered back. “This man
saw one of the bodies, so he knows what they look like. If he gets
too close to Gustav he’ll see right through us.”

“I think that does it,” said the driver.
“Ready to go. Do you need help with your friend?”

“No thank you,” I said, stepping back in
such a way that Gustav turned between us and presented his back to
the driver. “We’ll just help him into the carriage, and off we
go!”

John and I walked awkwardly toward the
carriage door, struggling to keep Gustav’s back to the driver—a
plan which necessitated keeping our own backs to the driver. The
confused man opened the carriage door and pulled down the steps,
and John and I swung quickly around and heaved the body through the
door. Gustav landed heavily on his face, his legs hanging out the
door limply.

“Got away from us there, didn’t you?” John
said, flashing a smile at the driver before turning quickly back to
Gustav. “You’re too unsteady to walk on your own, Peter, you must
remember that.” We climbed past the astonished driver and hauled
Gustav up onto on of the benches.

“All’s well,” I said. “Thank you!”

The driver furrowed his brow and stared at
us, but raised the steps and closed the door. The carriage lurched
as he climbed up to his seat, and in moment we heard him nicker to
the horses and felt the carriage lurch into motion. I sighed with
relief and leaned back on my bench. Gustav, slumped next to me,
fell into my lap.

“Here,” I said, pushing him up and across to
John’s bench, “you sit next to him.”

“I don’t want to sit next to him,” he
protested. “He’s already smudged enough of my poetry by leaning on
my shirt—I can’t have him leaning on my trousers as well.”

“Well I don’t want to ride all the way to
London with a dead man in my lap,” I said. “Open the window.”

“You’re not going to throw him out?”

“Of course not, I’m just going to...secure
him.” John unlatched the window above the bench and I sat Gustav up
again, inserting his arm through the opening. His shoulder caught
on the sill and held him in place, though the bumps in the road had
a tendency to bounce his head rather grotesquely.

“Maybe we should wait till we get out of
town,” said John, watching the protruding arm flop up and down as
we passed over the cobblestones.

“No one will suspect he’s dead,” I said,
pulling the curtain over Gustav’s shoulder to hide the rest of him.
“He’s just a drunkard trying to get some fresh air.” We had barely
traveled two blocks, however, before the carriage slowed and
stopped. I peeked out nervously, expecting to see Herring and the
whole constabulary, but instead I saw Mary running primly toward
the carriage.

“Thank you,” she called out, and threw open
the door. John reached out a surprised hand and helped her up,
whereupon she closed the door behind her and banged on the carriage
wall. We lurched back into motion, and Mary took a seat next to
John.

“Thank goodness,” she said breathlessly,
“that I know a dead arm when I see one.” She untied her hat and set
it on her knees. “I'm glad I caught you.”

“You’re supposed to be talking to Inspector
Herring,” I said.

“I never got the chance,” she said. “I
stopped off at home to drop off the pieces I found at the charnel
house, and Herring was already there.”

“No,” I said, turning pale. “And Harry?”

“I assume,” said Mary. “My landlady's been
drained of blood.”

“You’ve started quite the trend, Frederick,”
said John.

“If Harry followed you from the graveyard,”
said Mary, “he must have stopped by my flat on the way to the
charnel house.”

“It makes sense,” I agreed. “He’s left a
river of corpses in our wake already. Certainly makes you nervous
staying in any one place for more than a few hours at a time.”

“Right now I'm a little nervous staying
anywhere at all,” said Mary. “If they investigate my landlady's
building they'll find a very incriminating basement. I don't know
if they can link it to me or not, but I'll hide with you in London
for a bit just to be on the safe side.”

I laughed dryly. “It's been days since I was
on the safe side of anything.”

At that moment Gustav came loose from the
window and slid down onto the floor again. I buried my face in my
hands and groaned.

 


 




London

Late morning

 


It was nearly time for lunch when we arrived
in London. The carriage took us directly to Percy’s house, and the
three of us—or the four of us, if you didn’t know Gustav was
dead—watched the driver until he rounded the corner out of
sight.

“I wonder how long it will be before Harry
kills him,” said John wistfully.

“On that unpleasant note,” I said, “let us
break into Percy’s house. He should be at work until this evening,
and we have a lot to do.” The lock on Percy’s front door was still
broken, but he had blocked it tightly with something on the other
side. Rather displeased to be doing it in full daylight, I examined
the windows of Percy’s home to see if any were unlocked. I was
quite surprised to find one completely open, the curtains billowing
slightly inward in the breeze. I called John and Mary over with a
wave of my hand, and together the three of us heaved Gustav up and
into the window.

“Aaaah!” said someone.

John and I looked at each other. “Percy!” we
said in unison, and I scrambled up the short wall to the window,
John pushing me up from below. The scream began to sound again but
I leaped through and tackled the screamer, knocking him to the
floor and putting my hand over his mouth. It was indeed Percy, his
hair uncombed and his clothing disheveled. His eyes were wide with
terror.

“I’m not climbing in that way,” said Mary
from outside. “I’m in a dress, you know, and the way fashions are
these days I don’t dare to risk it.”

I began to stand up to open the front door,
but as soon as my hand left Percy’s mouth he screamed again. I
clamped my hand firmly back down.

“I’m afraid I can’t help you,” I said. “John
might be able to, if he crawls in after me.” I looked around the
room and saw that it was a mess, with papers scattered over the
floor and all the furniture, and Gustav’s corpse lying just in
front of me. Percy continued to struggle weakly against my grip.
After a moment I heard Mary whisper urgently.

“John!”

“Yes?” John responded.

“The door?” said Mary.

“Oh yes,” said John with a laugh. “I’m
sorry. Just staring at the sky, I suppose, completely lost track of
where I was.” I heard a brief scrape and scuffle as John climbed
into the window, then watched him walk past me to the door. I heard
a loud scrape as he pushed something large and wooden—a dresser,
perhaps—away from the door, and a moment later he pushed it back
into place. Soon both he and Mary were inside, and Mary hurried to
the window and closed and locked it as well.

“Good idea, closing the window,” said John,
gesturing at the floor, “It looks like we’re not the first people
to throw a dead body through there today. No wonder Percy was
screaming.”

“What?” I said, letting go of Percy and
jumping to my feet. Percy began to scream again, but softened it to
a polite wave when Mary pulled out her club. I looked quickly
around the room and, indeed, there was a second body lying lifeless
on the floor.

“The only question,” said John, “is who else
has been throwing bodies into Percy’s window?”

“The most likely answer,” I said, “is Percy
himself.” I turned slowly to face the young man trembling on the
floor. “The question is, why does Percy have a dead man in his
sitting room?”

“It’s a woman,” said John, kneeling over the
body. “Dressed like a man, though—and very expensively so, at
that.”

“Why does Percy have a dead woman in his
sitting room, dressed as a man?” I asked again.

“Well, half-dressed,” said John. “No shoes
or socks.”

“You have very interesting friends,” said
Mary, studying Percy with a raised eyebrow.

“Put her hat on,” said Percy nervously. “She
looks just like a man. Nobody would know.”

“Do I want to ask what you’re talking
about?” I said.

“It’s...Mr. Beard,” squeaked Percy, smiling
in fear.

“I see,” said John. “A very clever plan. If
you can convince the bank that Mr. Beard was actually a woman, then
all of the death papers so far become void.”

“What?” asked Mary.

“That’s not it at all,” I said. “He’s trying
to do the same thing we’re doing—switch the body with a double and
pass it off as Harry. At least we got a man.”

“It’s my first corpse!” said Percy
frantically. “You’re old hands at this, but it’s hard when you’re
new.”

“Not bad for a novice, though,” said John.
“She really does look like Harry.”

“Was this Gwen’s plan too?” I asked Percy.
“She followed us to Bath to kill us, while you found a substitute
body and finalized the inheritance.”

Percy shook his head. “I swear it wasn’t her
this time. Don’t hit me.”

“Do you have a coffin?” I asked.

“Not yet.”

“Then where did you get the body?” said
John. “Most corpses come packaged...unless you...you know...”

“I most certainly did not!” said Percy
vehemently. “I fished it out of the river—I don’t know how it got
there.”

“River corpses are wonderful,” said Mary.
“Soggy, of course, and occasionally bloated, but there’s usually no
surface damage. I’ll have to check the river myself before I leave
town.”

“You won’t have to,” I told her, “you can
keep this one. We’ll just take the suit off and put it on Gustav.
Or, since she’s a woman, you can take the suit off and put it on
Gustav.”

Mary smiled in mock gratitude and dragged
the woman’s corpse into the bedroom. John dragged Gustav’s body in
after her, then stepped back out and closed the door.

“Now tell me, Percy,” I said, “what is the
current condition of Mr. Beard’s estate?”

“It’s all at the bank,” said Percy, slowly
pulling himself to a stuffed chair and climbing in. “Every asset
has been liquidated, and the sum comes to ninety thousand, four
hundred and eighty-three pounds, plus some bits of change I don’t
remember. Due to the...problems with the body, the bank has decided
that they want to see the body for themselves.”

“’Problems?’ I said. “You
said you were the bank’s only contact with the mortuary—they
shouldn’t know the body was missing unless you told them
yourself.”

“That’s the thing!” said Percy. “The bank
wanted to do the funeral last night, and I had to tell them
something—I couldn’t very well say that the body had gone missing,
so I told them that...it hadn’t arrived yet.”

“Why should that be a problem?” said
John.

“Because the mortuary had already told the
bank that it had arrived,” said Percy. “That’s why they sent me
over in the first place. So I told my uncle that the body had
indeed arrived, but then they’d had to send it back.”

“Why would a mortuary possibly have to send
a body back?” I asked. “Was it not dead enough yet?”

“It was all I could think of,” said Percy
desperately, “and then my uncle said...exactly what you just said,
and then I went to the mortuary to arrange an appointment between
them, and Mr. Spilsbury was dead.”

“Drained of blood,” said John. “We heard
about it in Bath.”

“I wish you would have told me before you
left that you intended to drink the mortician’s blood, Frederick,”
said Percy pleadingly. “It was too much of a shock—I froze up.”

“Me?” I asked. “You think I would be stupid
enough to kill one of the only men who can help us sort out this
mess? I’m insulted—if I had a grave, I’d roll over in it.”

“You do have one,” said John. “I’ve seen
it.”

“Who else could it be but you?” said Percy.
“You’re the only vampire I know!”

“Can I assume, then,” I asked, “that the
deception is ruined? A missing body and a dead mortician are a lot
to work around.”

“I couldn’t think of anything,” said Percy.
“I sent word to the bank that the body was back, safe and sound,
and that the mortuary would have it ready for a funeral
tomorrow—except I said it yesterday, so the funeral’s tonight. And
just to make sure, they want to see the body beforehand.”

“And ever since then,” I said, “you’ve been
running around like a madman trying to find a corpse to parade in
front of him.”

Percy nodded, looking sadly at the
desolation his sitting room had become in the last few days. Just
then Mary opened the bedroom door and dragged Gustav back out,
neatly dressed and hair combed.

“Ready to go,” she said, dropping him on the
floor in front of us. “And that had better be the last thing you
ask me to do today—I want to examine that woman’s ears a little
more closely.”

“I’m afraid we need you to do one more job
for us, Mary,” I said. “Two, actually, but they’re both parts of
the same one.”

“I expect another body, then,” she said.

“Take Gustav to the mortuary of Spilsbury
and Beard,” I said, “just a few minutes walk from here, and get him
properly outfitted in a coffin. Then bring that coffin, with him in
it, to Plumb & Gaddie Banking Associates.”

“The bank?” said Mary. “What do they want
the corpse at the bank for?”

“They want proof that there’s a body,” I
explained. “Percy, write her a note that she can give to the
mortuary—they’ll want some kind of official sanction from the bank
for the body’s return.”

“And the address for the bank as well,” Mary
added as Percy groped on the floor for a clean sheet of paper.
“Now,” she said, looking at John and I, “what are you two going to
do while I prepare a body for you?”

“We’re going to tell the bank it’s coming,”
I said. “But first we have to wash up and change our clothes.”

“Fine,” she said, “but don’t go into the
bedroom. There’s a dead woman in her undergarments who won’t
appreciate the interruption.”

Percy moaned in despair.

 


----

We waited at the bank in the same chairs
we’d waited in before, in the same narrow hallway facing the same
giant letters.

“At least this time we knew where to sit
beforehand,” said John, seating himself in front of the PLUM with a
satisfied sigh. He fiddled absently with his shirt. Percy’s clothes
had proven a good fit for us both, though the sleeves and pant legs
were slightly longer than John would have liked. He kept his shirt
open several buttons, and wore only a green vest with no coat or
hat.

“I still can’t believe you talked me into
this,” said Percy, shaking his head and pacing nervously—quite a
feat, since he was doing it laterally across the hallway, with
barely room for one pace each direction.

In that moment the outer door opened and a
woman walked in from the street, older but elegant, and untied her
hat.

“Is this the waiting room?” she asked.

“As silent as a tomb,” said John, standing
and bowing. “Please, dear lady, take my seat.” The woman looked at
the several open seats, then back at John, but apparently saw
nothing wrong with his proposal and politely sat down.

“Thank you,” she said, “Mister...?”

“Keats,” said John, “dear sister.”

“A sister then?” She said, smiling slightly.
“Yet in age more like your mother.”

“In wisdom, yes,” John smiled, “but in
beauty, like no other.”

“You must excuse my friend,” I said. “He has
an odd way of greeting strangers.”

“I do not mind at all,” she said, smiling
back, “Rhyming is preferable to other dangers.”

John stood stock still, eyes wide, and
slowly sat next to her as if their meeting were a solemn event.

“So there’s two of you in the world,” I
said, raising my eyebrows. “What a fortunate meeting.”

“And your name, lady?” asked John.

“Ann,” she responded with a smile. “With or
without the E, as you prefer; I haven’t fully decided.”

“What’s taking so long?” asked Percy. “They
wanted to see the old man’s bones, why don’t they come out and see
them?”

“We work in a mortuary,” I said to the woman
by way of explanation. “Nothing to be concerned with.”

“You’re displaying a body?” she asked. “It
must be a small one to be hidden in this room.”

“It’s coming later,” said John, “but I’m not
really with the mortuary—I’m a poet.”

“What brings you here?” I asked the lady,
attempting to save her from the mind-bending ordeal that
conversations with John so often turned into.

“A trifle, really,” she said. “I am
expecting an onset of consumption.”

“And that brings you to a bank?”

“My medical situation is rather out of the
ordinary.”

“Are you a fan of poesy?” asked John.

I sighed, I resigned from my attempt to hold
a meaningful conversation.

“Poesy?” asked the lady. “There’s an
uncommon term. I have often heard it called poetry with little loss
of meaning, and greater ease of understanding.”

“Normally I would agree,” said John, “but
the word ‘poetry’ has certain inherent flaws that cannot be
overcome.”

“Such as?” the woman asked.

“Nothing rhymes with it,” said John.

“’Sit’, ‘bit’, ‘kit’,
‘flit’, ‘wit’,” said Percy, “plenty of things rhyme with ‘it’. Does
it even matter? I’m trying to think.”

“Maybe you need to sit down,” I said.

“That’s not what I meant,” said John, “I
meant that nothing rhymes with the word ‘poetry’—not really. Anyone
can say, ‘I love to read of poetry, as here I sit below a tree,’
but it doesn’t really work—it’s not pure.”

“What do you mean, ‘anyone’ can say that?” I
asked. “That was a very clever rhyme. I’d never have thought of
it.”

“It’s not the rhyme,” said John to Anne, as
if she were the one who had spoken, “it’s the meter. I can say
‘below a tree’ and put the emphasis on ‘low’, but that’s not how
you’d say it if we’re just speaking. Try it,” he said. When Anne
hesitated he prompted her again. “’Below a tree’—say it. Below a
tree.”

“Below a tree,” said Anne, somewhat
amused.

“As here I sit below a tree,” said John
dramatically. “You have to rush it too much to get it out properly.
‘Poetry’ is a very short word, considering all its syllables. The
words of a poet should roll off the tongue as easily as the feeling
behind it rolls off the heart: ’I sometimes feel a languishment for
skies of shadow, and an inward groan to sit upon a grave as if a
throne, and half forget what joy or joyful meant.’”

“Lovely,” said Anne, far more warmly than I
would have expected a grave-based poem to elicit.

“I do my best,” said John, averting his
eyes, “but I’m no Shelley. Sometimes I think I should go into
naturalism—even the vampires write better gothic romance than I
do.”

Anne’s eyebrows went up at this, but before
I was forced to think of a way to explain the statement the inner
door swung open, and the same slick-headed young man appeared.

“Party of Spilsbury and Beard,” he said
flatly. “Your coffin has arrived. Please follow me.”
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John, Percy and I bid the lady farewell, and
followed the man through a brief maze of hallways. We emerged in a
small receiving room attached to the side door of the building,
which was currently open as Mary and two grim young men finished
removing the coffin from a black hearse and placing it on a table
in the middle of the room. Meanwhile a number of ink-stained clerks
ran frantically about, moving stacks of papers to make way for the
coffin.

��Very prompt,’ I whispered to Mary as the
pall-bearers set the coffin down. “We weren’t expecting you for
some time.”

“The mortician seemed very pleased to have
the body back,” Mary answered. “He was almost as anxious as Percy
to let the bank know he hadn’t lost it.” The coffin was a true
coffin this time, rather than a plain wooden box. Mary lifted the
lid to reveal a plush interior and Gustav lying peacefully, hands
folded.

“Mr. Gaddie,” said the slick-haired boy, “is
discussing a matter with a client, and regrets the delay. He will
be with you in a moment.”

“Mr. Gaddie again?” I asked. “I’d very much
hoped to see Mr. Plumb today.”

The boy left without answering, and as the
pall-bearers went back outside and the clerks slowly filtered into
other rooms, we found ourselves left alone. The faint noise of busy
London streets floated through the high, open windows along the
ceiling.

“Mr. Gaddie,” said Percy nervously. “I can’t
lie to Mr. Gaddie—he’s my uncle!”

“Calm down,” I said, patting him on the
back. “All you have to do is say we’re from the mortuary, and we’ll
handle it from there.”

“Assuming he doesn’t throw us out on our
ears,” said John. “He wasn’t entirely pleased with our previous
conversation. He thinks Frederick’s dead.”

“Then why didn’t we just put Frederick in
the coffin?” asked Mary.

“What?” asked Percy.

“At least Mary got the body quickly,” I
said. “If Mr. Gaddie is as anxious as Mr. Beard to get this fiasco
over with, we’ll be out of here in no time at all.”

“Mr. Beard?” asked John. “Why is Harry
anxious to get this over with?”

“He’s not anxious about anything,” said
Percy, “he’s dead. I wish I were with him.”

“You could say hello to your sister,” said
Mary happily.

“What?” asked Percy.

“Not Harry Beard,” I explained, “Archibald
Beard, the mortician.”

“No,” said Percy, “I definitely don’t wish I
was with a mortician.”

“I do,” said Mary, with a dreamy look. “A
very...permissive mortician.”

“Now I remember,” said John brightly. “Beard
was the mortician who’d gone home for the day. We talked to the
other one.”

“Beard was a mortician?” asked Mary. “That
might explain his interest in my body.”

“That’s disgusting!” said Percy.

“I’m not talking about Harry Beard,” I said,
“I’m talking about Archibald Beard.”

“The one that doesn’t have Gwen,” John
clarified.

“What?” said Percy again.

“Gwen,” said Mary, “is with Harry right
now.”

“So she found the body?” asked Percy. “Why
are we using a fake body if we have the real one?”

“She didn’t really find him,” I said, “so
much as it was the other way around.”

“He found us,” Mary explained.

“What does that mean, ‘he found you’?” asked
Percy nervously. “This is another one of your poetic descriptions,
right? He fell out of a tree in front of you, and this is your
fancy way of referring to it: ‘He found us’?”

“That’s a fabulous idea!” cried John. “A
poem about a dead body that falls out a tree! I could do gothic and
naturalism together.”

“When I say ‘he found us’,” said Mary, “I
mean to say that he followed us around from place to place, killing
people as he went, and finally caught up with us in a charnel
house.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” said Percy
warily.

“I’m not sure you want to,” I told him.

“Harry is not as dead as previously
believed,” said John. “He’s only kind of dead. He’s what you’d
call...undead.”

“Harry is a vampire?” asked Percy, eyes
wide.

“Yes,” I said, “which is why we don’t have a
coffin. He wanted it back.”

“So why is Gwen with him?”

“She was in the coffin at the time,” said
John matter-of-factly. “It makes perfect sense if you think it
through.”

“Gwen’s dead?” cried Percy. “What did you do
to her?”

“She wasn’t dead,” said Mary.

“She was undead?” asked Percy, eyes
wild.

“She thought so,” said John, “but she
wasn’t. Mistakes like that are bound to happen when you wake up in
a coffin.”

“We’ll talk about Gwen later,” I said, “for
Mr. Gaddie will be here any moment. All I intended to say was that
if Mr. Gaddie is as eager as Mr. Beard to see this matter closed,
we’ll be out of here in no time at all.”

“Wait, what?” asked Percy.

“Mr. Beard the mortician,” said John, “not
Mr. Beard the vampire.”

“Archibald Beard,” I added, “not Harry.”

“I don’t think that’s the one I talked to,”
said Mary.

“Technically you’ve talked to both of them,”
I said.

“’Spil’ something,” said
Mary. “Spilburn. Enormous man—very slow talker.”

“That’s Spilsbury,” said John. “The same one
we talked to.”

“Spilsbury’s dead,” said Percy. “I saw the
body with my own eyes.”

I froze, mouth open.

“You’re right,” I said slowly, a sick
feeling slowly creeping through me. “Spilsbury is dead.”

“Drained of blood,” said John. “The vampires
saw him as well.”

“Well that’s who I talked to,” said Mary
firmly. “Very pale, and very confused—didn’t seem to know where he
was, but he did remember you three taking the body, and then
something about another visitor—“

“Harry!” I said, grimacing. “How blind can
four people possibly be? Why didn’t we see it before?”

“We already knew it was Harry,” said John.
“Why are you suddenly so caught up in it?”

“Because vampires don’t kill people,” I
said, “they recruit people. That’s how you become a vampire: you
get bitten by one.”

“So that means that Spilsbury the mortician
is a...” John paused, and his mouth fell open. “Do you realize what
this means?”

“My landlady’s going to wake up!” cried
Mary, white with fear. “I still haven’t paid rent—and how will I
explain the basement to her?”

“It’s worse than that,” I said, and all four
of us turned to look at the coffin. “Gustav.”

The stomp of feet from the other side of the
door spurred us to action. Mary and I leapt for the coffin and
slammed the lid closed. John spun around to face the door and
quickly grabbed Mr. Gaddie’s hand as he stormed into the room.

“Excellent to see you again, Mr. Gaddie,”
said John, shaking the banker’s hand vigorously. “We’re delighted
to be here, even if it is to mourn the passing of such a dear
friend.”

“Friend?” said Mr. Gaddie gruffly, glancing
around the room with an impatient flash in his eyes. “Passing? What
are all these people doing in here? Percival—tell me what’s going
on!”

“Yes sir, um, well, sir,” said Percy,
mumbling desperately, “these, um, from the, you see—“

“We’re from the mortuary,” John interjected,
still pumping the man’s hand. “I’m John Keats, and these are my
colleagues Rupert Von Hildebrandt and Mary Jane Persimmon.”

Mary and I waved, each keeping one hand
firmly on the coffin lid.

“Your nephew I imagine you already know,”
said John, gesturing at Percy.

“If you please, sir,” I said, “we’re here on
business from the mortuary—”

“Yes, yes,” said Mr. Gaddie impatiently, “I
know you’re from the mortuary—that’s why I’m here, isn’t it?” He
looked closely at Mary who, unlike the rest of us, hadn’t yet had a
chance to wash and change. “Why is this woman covered with
dirt?”

“The, um, sir, um,” said Percy
unhelpfully.

“Dirt?” said Mary, trying to strike a more
innocent pose. “What dirt?”

“She’s not so much from the mortuary as from
the cemetery,” said John. “She’s a gravedigger.”

“Then what’s she doing here?” demanded Mr.
Gaddie. “This is a bank, and a clean one at that.”

“Oh, there’s lots of gravediggers around
these days,” I said.

“Hardly a concern of mine,” said Mr. Gaddie,
stepping toward the coffin. “Let’s see the body and get this over
with. Percival, open it up.”

“Yes sir, the, yes, the, ha ha ha!” said
Percy, giggling so nervously I began to worry that he would
faint.

“What’s going on, boy?” said Mr. Gaddie,
turning around to face Percy and putting his back to the coffin.
“Is something the matter? Do you want me to tell your father you
can’t handle the work we give you? What do you think he’ll say to
that?”

“I, sir, yes, no,” Percy blithered.

I took the opportunity while Mr. Gaddie’s
back was turned to take a peek under the lid of the coffin. Gustav
was motionless. I nodded to John, and he put a hand on Mr. Gaddie’s
shoulder.

“Let’s take a look at that body, shall we?”
said John, turning him around. Percy nearly melted with relief to
escape his uncle’s scrutiny. “I’m sure you’ll find that
everything’s in perfect order, and the body is perfectly dead.”

“Of course he’s dead,” said Mr. Gaddie, “why
else would he be in a coffin? And why do you keep calling him ‘the
body’? He’s got a name, you know.”

“Of course,” said John, “Archibald
Beard.”

“Harry Beard,” I said quickly, smiling at
Mr. Gaddie. “Harold Beard. Archibald Beard is the mortician.”

“Who is not dead,” added John.

“Of course he’s not dead,” said Mr. Gaddie.
“Why would he be dead?”

“No reason at all,” I said, opening the
coffin. Gustav’s eyes were open.

“Oh my!” said Mary, slamming the lid quickly
down again. Mr. Gaddie opened his mouth to speak, but Mary cut him
off. “Oh, my...leg. I think I’ve got a cramp.” She leaned heavily
on the coffin, holding the lid tightly down.

“We don’t have time for that,” said Mr.
Gaddie irately, “just open it up and we’ll see Mr. Beard.”

“Hello,” said a thin, hoarse whisper.

“Who said that?” said Mr. Gaddie, glancing
quickly around the room.

“Mary did,” said John. Mary quickly put her
hand to her throat and coughed politely. “She gets very hoarse,”
John continued, “working outside in the cold as she does.”

“Why is she saying hello when we’ve already
been introduced?” asked Mr. Gaddie.

“Just being polite,” said Mary.

“Federico?” said the whisper again.

“She’s also a gypsy,” said John.

“Federico,” said Mary in a raspy
whisper.

“A gypsy named Mary Jane Persimmon?” asked
Mr. Gaddie. “That’s hardly a gypsy-ish name.”

“Not a gypsy by birth,” John said
quickly.

“She was kidnapped as a child,” I
explained.

“What?” said Mary and Mr. Gaddie
together.

“You didn’t know?” I asked, trying to look
shocked. “I’m sorry that you had to find out like this.”

“Yes, whatever,” said Mr. Gaddie, “just get
the gypsy gravedigger off the coffin so we can open it up.”

“Percy,” said John, “please explain to your
uncle where Harold Beard’s body has been.”

Percy went completely white. Mr. Gaddie
turned to face him with a glower and folded his arms.

“I, the, sir, body, not, well, see, um...”
Percy stammered, and John nodded to us. Mary reached under her
dress and pulled out a wooden stake.

“What are you doing?” I mouthed at her,
pointing at the stake.

“He’s a vampire,” mouthed Mary, pointing at
the coffin.

“You carry a stake?” I mouthed, miming as if
I had a stake in my own hand.

“You don’t?” she asked silently.

“Give me that,” I mouthed, snatching it from
her hand. She glared at me, but grudgingly helped me lift open the
coffin lid. Gustav’s eyes were wide and his face confused, and I
slapped a hand down over his mouth before he could speak. “If you
make the tiniest sound,” I whispered, “I’ll kill you.”

He stared back in terror, eyes darting
between my face and the stake in my hand.

“I’ve got it,” whispered Mary, and before I
knew what she was doing she slammed a paper weight into the side of
Gustav’s head, knocking him senseless and crushing my fingers. I
screamed in pain and dropped the stake, causing John and Mr. Gaddie
to spin around, while Mary hid the paper weight behind her back. I
fought for control and managed to smile, kicking the stake under a
desk. Percy, oblivious to everything else, frantically continued
his string of unconnected words.

“What’s wrong with you, now?” asked Mr.
Gaddie, looking at me and quickly losing patience.

“A gypsy curse,” said Mary hoarsely.

“Ah, there’s the body,” said Mr. Gaddie,
stepping up to the coffin. “What am I supposed to look at? It looks
like any other dead body I’ve ever seen.”

“Do you see many?” asked Mary.

“If I did, do you think I’d have to ask what
to look for?” he responded. “If I ever determined to take up the
practice of looking at dead bodies, you can be assured that I’d be
the best dead-body-looker in England, and that’s—what’s wrong with
his face?”

“His face?” asked John.

“He’s facing the side of the coffin instead
of the top,” said Mr. Gaddie. “Even an apprentice dead-body-looker
could see that.”

“It’s in the manner of his death, Mr.
Gaddie,” said John. “Whatever it was made the neck quite immobile,
and we can’t do anything with it.”

Mr. Gaddie reached in and gingerly touched
Gustav’s face. Once familiar with the concept of touching a corpse,
he tilted the head back into an upright position.

“It moves easily enough now,” he said. A
moment later the head fell slowly back to the side.

“You see our dilemma,” said John. “As I was
saying, the neck is quite mobile, and we can’t do anything with
it.”

“I see,” said Mr. Gaddie, pulling away his
hand and wiping it on a handkerchief. “It appears that, despite the
incompetence I have witnessed on behalf of the Spilsbury and Beard
Mortuary, everything is in order. You say you have arranged the
funeral?”

“Yes,” I said, still clenching my throbbing
hand. “At five o’clock this evening.”

“You shall arrange it for four,” he said,
“and not a moment later. I’m a very busy man, and it is not the
only appointment I have this evening.”

“You’re coming?” I asked.

“Of course I’m coming,” he said brusquely,
“with all the problems you’ve put us through so far you don’t think
I’m going to let the funeral go by without being there myself to
make sure it goes off properly, do you? Four o’clock sharp, and no
more trouble! Come along, Percy.” Mr. Gaddie turned and strode
purposefully through the door, Percy bobbing and simpering
helplessly in his wake.

“Well then,” said John, closing the door, “I
suppose we have a funeral to plan.”
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“This is not good,” I said, staring intently
at nothing. I bent down and retrieved the wooden stake. “This is
not good at all.”

“We need a plan,” said Mary.

“This has gone far beyond planning,” I said,
“we need a war council.”

“It’s not that bad,” said John cheerily.
“After all, we have a body; all we need now is a funeral.”

“We can’t do a funeral,” I said. “How are we
going to hold a funeral for a man who isn’t dead, using a different
body that is also not dead?”

“There’s at least one mortician left alive,
right?” said Mary. “So he can do it all for us, and you won’t have
to do anything. And the one who is dead is a vampire, which makes
it even easier because he’ll do whatever you tell him. You’re his
dark master, if I understand correctly.”

“No I’m not,” I said, “but that hasn’t made
much difference so far.”

“I’ve always wanted to compose a eulogy,”
said John with a dramatic sigh. “Something melancholy, perhaps,
about a lonely life unloved and unlived, brought to final rest in
the cold embrace of frozen earth.”

“It’s not going to be easy,” I said. “Mr.
Gaddie already doesn’t like us, and if one little thing goes wrong
he’s liable to stop dealing with us altogether—expose us as frauds
and give the money to the crown. That’s not a good situation to be
in when the body he thinks is dead could get up and say hello at
any moment.”

“So let’s make sure he doesn’t,” said Mary,
taking the stake from my hand.

“Wait,” I said quickly, glancing down at the
coffin, “you can’t just kill Gustav.”

“Sure we can,” said Mary, “he’s a
vampire.”

“That’s not the point,” I said, “he’s a
living, breathing...okay, maybe that is the point, but that doesn’t
mean we can just kill him.”

“It doesn’t count as killing,” said Mary,
“if the victim isn’t alive.”

“I think the problem is the word ‘victim,’”
said John. “If we called him a ‘bloodsucking monster’ I’d have a
lot less empathy.”

“Does the word really matter that much?”
asked Mary.

“The word is not the issue,” I said. “Gustav
hasn’t done anything wrong.”

“Well you can never be sure,” said Mary,
“gypsy kidnappers and all that.”

“So now we’re killing him because he’s a
gypsy?” I asked.

“When you put it that way,” said John,
“killing him just because he’s a vampire doesn’t seem right
either.”

“But it’s not killing,” Mary reiterated,
“because he’s not alive. He’s undead, so in a way, we’d
be...unkilling him. That’s not so bad, is it?”

“Yes it is,” I said, “because no matter what
we call him he can talk and eat and such before we do it, and he
can’t after.”

“And he can see the trees, and hear the
sound of a river, and feel the wind on his face,” said John sadly.
“Not right now, I mean, because you hit him with a rock, but
otherwise he could. If he weren’t inside of a bank. And a
coffin.”

Mary crossed her arms. “I guess we’re out of
options, then.”

“On the other hand,” I said, rolling the
thought around in my head, “when I say that he can eat, what I
really mean is that he can drink blood. Which he will probably get
from innocent, helpless maidens.”

“And rabbits,” said John.

“And rabbits,” I said. “Innocent, helpless
rabbits.”

We looked at Gustav.

“Should I do it then?” asked Mary. She
seemed perversely eager.

“How would it work?” I asked. “The stake
would keep him quiet, certainly, but it’s what, a foot long?
Wouldn’t that be a little obvious?”

“We could saw it in half,” said Mary. “How
long does it have to be to kill a vampire?”

“To unkill one,” said John.

“I don’t think it matters how long it is,” I
said. “I’m sure there’s some kind of rule for the part that goes
in, but the part that sticks out is probably extraneous,
right?”

“So we could saw it in half,” said Mary
brightly.

“But how would we know we left enough?”
asked John.

“We could chop it off after we drive it in,”
said Mary, “right about shirt level.”

“Perfect,” I said. “And the shirt, now that
you mention it, I guess...I guess we take his shirt off first? We
wouldn’t want a hole in it.”

“You seem very nervous,” said Mary.

“I’ve never killed anybody before,” I said,
“or unkilled anybody, or in any way driven a sharp object into
another person’s chest. I’ve never even mutilated a corpse, for
that matter, despite multiple opportunities over the last few
days.”

“You know,” said John, “if we put the lid on
the coffin, a hole in his shirt wouldn’t matter because no one
would see it.”

I paused. “The lid?” I asked.

“Well it’s got one,” said John, “we just
have to keep it closed.”

“You ingenious idiot,” I said, relieved. “If
we put the lid on and nail it down, we won’t even need a body at
all.”

“Then why did we go through all this to get
one?” asked Mary.

“Because we needed to convince Mr. Gaddie
that we had a body, which we did,” I said. “Now we’re done, and
he’s convinced, and he doesn’t need to see it again. He’ll assume
the body’s there, and as long as Gustav doesn’t wander into the
funeral he’ll have no reason to suspect otherwise.”

“We could lock him in a closet,” said
John.

“Or chain him to the wall in the basement,”
said Mary brightly.

“At this point I don’t care if you nail him
to the floor,” I said, “and I’ll help you tie the gag myself. Let’s
get this over with as quickly as we can, though—Harry’s going to
catch up with us sooner or later, and I’d prefer that Mr. Gaddie be
long gone by the time he does. You came on carriage from the
mortuary?”

“Wagon,” said Mary, “it should still be
waiting outside.”

“Then let’s go.”

 


----

We arrived at the mortuary much later than
expected, thanks to a number of large crowds scattered throughout
the city. Our driver told us that the Prince Regent had finally
gone to Parliament, which accounted for the masses of people—some
to cheer him on, and others to protest. We made poor time through
the mobs, but eventually ended up at the back door of the mortuary;
we opened the unlocked door, carted the coffin in, and sent the
wagon driver on his way. The building was dark and gloomy, with
every window tightly shuttered.

“You have returned,” said a ponderously slow
voice, and I knew before turning around that it was the mortician
Spilsbury.

“We have,” I said, “is Mr. Beard in?”

“Mr. Beard?”

“Archibald,” I said, “your partner.”

“Mr. Archibald Beard has not been seen since
this morning,” said Spilsbury slowly, “I suspect he may be—”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said, “you can do it
for us—we need a funeral, and we need it very quickly. What time is
it?”

Spilsbury began to answer, only to be cut
off by Mary. “Three thirty in the afternoon,” she said, glancing at
a small clock sitting on an upper shelf. “That gives us half an
hour.”

“Wretched crowds,” I said, “and wretched
bankers.” I took hold of an iron bar and began prying the lid once
more from Gustav’s coffin. “John, how quickly can you write us a
eulogy?”

“If I may—” began Spilsbury.

“I could probably extemporize one on the
spot,” he said, “But if you want a true work of art I’ll need a bit
of time.”

“You have half an hour,” I said. “Mary, help
me with this lid.”

“If I may be permitted,” said Spilsbury
heavily, “might I ask for whom the funeral is to be?” Mary and I
finally pried the lid from the coffin and dumped it aside,
revealing Gustav within. “The same gentleman the young lady brought
us earlier,” he said, nodding in satisfaction. Mary and I took hold
of the coffin’s side and tipped it up, dumping Gustav onto the
floor. “Or perhaps not,” he said, his lips curled into an uncertain
smile. “Do you require a different coffin?”

“We require a basement,” I said.

“In the corner,” said Spilsbury, and pointed
to the side of the room. The wall was set with two doors—one in the
corner that led to the basement and one right next to it which led
into the hall.

“Perfect,” I said, stooping to grab Gustav
under the arms.

“They told me you’d be coming,” said
Spilsbury, “though they didn’t know when.”

I paused. “‘They’ told you?” I asked. “Do I
want to ask who ‘they’ are?”

“They are the vampires in the basement,”
said Spilsbury solemnly.

“I knew I didn’t want to ask.”

“You have vampires in the basement?” asked
John. “Why didn’t you tell us when we were here before?”

“They only just arrived,” said Spilsbury,
“not long after the young lady left with the wagon.”

“I’ve never met the vampires,” said Mary
excitedly, “not counting the ones in the cemetery, and present
company excepted, of course. I’ve heard so much about them, I can’t
wait to see them for myself.”

“Prepare to be grossly underwhelmed,” I
said, and strengthened my grip on Gustav. “Open the door, if you
would.”

Mary opened the basement door and a dark red
glow spilled out, filling the room with ominous light and, just on
the edge of perception, the low sound of chanting voices. The red
light danced as the subterranean fires cast fleeting shadows on the
walls.

“They seem suitably scary now,” said Mary in
admiration.

“Torchlit basements can do wonders for your
image,” said John. “If that’s the image you’re going for, of
course.”

“Let’s get it over with,” I said, and began
dragging Gustav down the stairs. The basement was an ancient
dungeon of a place, with great blocks of stone set into the walls
and pillars like giant bricks. Rusted metal sconces held torches in
place, and the floor was littered was discarded bits of wood,
coffin, rags, coal, and bones.

“I hope they brought the bones with them,” I
said, but Spilsbury shook his head.

“The inevitable detritus of the mortuary
business,” he said. “You be surprised what we’re given to work with
sometimes.”

The pillars and walls gave the basement a
faint labyrinthine feel, and I wondered how far it went in any
given direction. What we could see, however, was a fairly open room
inhabited by a dozen or more cloaked figures, crouched warily in
the shadows as they watched us descend. At last one of them jumped
up and ran to greet us, pulling back his hood to reveal the vampire
Sable.

“You’ve come! We knew you’d come—forgive us
the intrusion, Great One, but the mortuary was the only place in
London where we felt confident of finding you again. And, of
course, we knew that Mr. Spilsbury was one of us, and sure to take
us in.”

“You followed me to London?” I asked.

“We did, Great One, though I’m afraid we
have disappointing news.”

“I thought that was the disappointing
news.”

“My Lord?”

“Just tell me why you’re here,” I said,
dragging Gustav to the corner and setting him down.

“We saw that the mob in Bath was pursuing
you to the cemetery,” said Sable, “so I sent two of our number to
help you with whatever you might need, though I’m afraid someone
attacked them.”

“Truly terrible,” I said.

“After that we had a devil of a time finding
you again, and we were almost certain the mob had taken you from
us—though not really, of course, because we have utter faith in
your abilities to not be captured by paltry human mobs, it’s just
that we couldn’t find you anywhere, but when we noticed that the
mob couldn’t find you either we took heart—though not literally,
despite our best efforts—and determined that you must be alive
somewhere—or not alive, really, but unalive at the very least, or
the very best, as it were, and anyway—”

“Skip to the end,” I said.

“We saw a carriage leave town before dawn,
with a deceased head sticking out of the window. That one, in
fact,” said Sable, pointing to Gustav. “We knew you had to be
inside.”

“I did not consider myself well-known for
sticking deceased heads out of carriage windows,” I said.

“We knew it was someone who spent time in
graveyards,” said Sable, “and travels only by night, and has the
occasional need to transport dead bodies. There’s a fairly short
list of matching prospects.”

“That still doesn’t explain why you felt it
necessary to follow me,” I said. “I believe I’ve rather distinctly
told you that I don’t want you to follow me anywhere.”

“You are the Great One,” said Sable. “Where
else would we go but in the wake of your command?”

“The only command I’ve given you was to stay
away, which you have consistently ignored.”

“Please,” said Sable eagerly, “we long to
serve you. What can we do to regain your favor?”

“Nothing,” I said, “since you never had it.
But if you really want to make yourselves useful...do you have any
chains?”

Sable looked around the room, glanced at his
hooded companions, and turned back to me. “I’m afraid not, Great
One.”

“Rope, then?”

“We have rags,” said Sable helpfully. “We
might be able to tie them together.”

At that moment a distant knock sounded
through the mortuary.

“The front door,” said Spilsbury, slowly and
methodically removing a watch from his pocket. “It’s not quite
four—they’re early.”

“Of course they’re early,” I said stepping
toward the stairs, “It would be too easy otherwise.”

“How much rope do you need?” asked
Sable.

“Enough to tie him up,” I said, pointing at
Gustav. “And don’t forget to gag him.”

“Of course, Great One.”

“Just keep him quiet and out of sight,” I
said, “and that goes for all of you. One hour of silence—can you do
that?”

The knock sounded again.

“Of course, Great One,” said Sable.

I turned and dashed up the stairs, Mary,
John and Spilsbury close on my heels. Our overturned coffin was
lying on the floor where we left it, and a number of other coffins
lined the far wall.

“Mary, get this coffin nailed shut again.
John—how’s our eulogy coming?”

“Wonderfully,” said John, and sat down again
to compose.

The knock sounded again, and I walked to an
ornate door in the wall and opened it purposefully, stopping
abruptly when I realized that it wasn’t the hallway.

“This isn’t the hallway,” I said, more than
a little irritated that it wasn’t.

“That’s the parlor,” said Spilsbury, pushing
me slightly to the side and sliding his prodigious bulk through the
door. “We hold the actual services in here.”

My eyes adjusted to the darkness in the room
and I saw that it was laid out in rows of chairs, with a low table
and a small podium at the front—all of it simple but elegant. The
tightly closed curtains beyond the podium faced west, if I was
oriented correctly, toward the street and the front of the
building.

“Open the windows,” I said quickly, “and get
it ready.”

“But sir,” said Spilsbury nervously, “the
sun is still up, and I’m a...one of the walking undead—”

“Then light the lamps,” I said, “and tell me
how to get to the front door.”

“Behind you in the preparation room, or here
in the parlor,” said Spilsbury, gesturing toward a door near the
front window. “They both lead to the corridor.”

“I thought this was a closet door,” I said,
glancing to my right.

“I am deeply sorry that it isn’t,
master.”

“Don’t call me that,” I said, and rushed to
the side door. I walked quickly through the hall to the front
lobby, passing on my way a number of paintings and three more
doors, which I assumed to be the funeral parlor and the private
offices of Spilsbury and Beard. I smoothed down my hair,
straightened my jacket, and opened the door right as another knock
sounded from the ancient brass knocker.

“Welcome to the—”

“You!” shouted the woman who barged through
the door, “I ought to have you arrested—I ought to have you
murdered. I ought to have you pulled limb from limb by four teams
of the strongest draft horses in London, and then fed to the dogs
while you were still alive!”

“Gwen!” I cried, too dumbfounded to decide
if I was pleased or mortified to see her. She was dressed all in
black, with a heavy hood covering her head. Mr. Gaddie and Percy
were nowhere to be seen. “You’re alive!”

“Don’t mock me!” she cried, pushing me back
a step further. “Alive indeed. As if you hadn’t poisoned me with
your dark arts, corrupting my innocence and binding me to your foul
blood forever!” She shoved me back another step.

“Perhaps we should close the door,” I said,
eyeing a passing woman suspiciously and hoping that she hadn’t
heard Gwen’s tirade.

“Of course we should close the door,” Gwen
shouted, taking another step in and slamming the door behind her.
“Do you know why? Because I want to take my hood off, and if I take
my hood off with the door open I’ll disintegrate!”

“You will?”

Gwen pulled off her hood and glared at me.
“The sun, Frederick. Not everyone gets to be a Great One like
you.”

“Harry,” I said, finally understanding. “He
made you a vampire.”

“Harry?” asked Gwen in a shrill voice.
“Harry didn’t knock me senseless in a graveyard, stuff me in a
coffin, and carry me to his secret lair in a human meat shop!”

“It wasn’t really a shop.”

“And Harry certainly didn’t dump me in an
alleyway and leave me for dead! Or undead! I don’t even know what
to call it—do you realize that I’m going to need an entirely new
vocabulary just to talk about myself now?”

The door to the parlor opened and Spilsbury
emerged like a great, round wraith.

“Am I to assume from the din,” he asked,
“that the bank is not yet here?”

“Who is this?” demanded Gwen.

“Not yet,” I said to Spilsbury. “Is the
parlor prepared?”

Spilsbury nodded.

“This is Mr. Spilsbury,” I said to Gwen,
“he’s the mortician.”

“Does he know you’re a vampire?”

“The short answer is no,” I said. “The long
answer is that he probably thinks I am, but since I’m not a vampire
in the first place he’s wrong, and the longer answer is that
regardless of whether I am or not, you need to stop saying it like
that in front of people. We’re kind of in a touchy situation right
now.”

“You’re doing the old man’s funeral,” said
Gwen, nodding. “I talked to Percy at the bank—that’s how I found
you.”

“Then you know how important it is that
nothing goes wrong,” I said. “Your uncle is going to be here any
minute, and if anything goes wrong with this funeral—anything at
all—we lose the whole thing.”

“I want half,” said Gwen, “or I uncover your
whole wicked charade.”

“And get nothing?” I asked. “I’ll give you a
third—that’s thirty thousand pounds, and more than you deserve for
betraying me three times now: first to your father, for which I got
thrown in prison, then to the bank, by telling them I was dead, and
then to that insane vampire hunter who tried multiple times, and is
probably still trying, to drive a stake through my heart.”

“The last one doesn’t count,” said Gwen.
“You were a vampire at the time, so trying to kill you was
perfectly forgivable.”

“By that logic I could kill you right now,”
I said, “since you’re more vampire than I’ve ever been. I could
kill him too,” I said, pointing at Spilsbury.

“I would appreciate it if you didn’t—” began
Spilsbury.

“He’s a vampire too?” asked Gwen, her eyes
wide. “That’s the worst insult yet—at least when I was the only one
it was special, I thought that maybe you wanted me for your consort
or something—a queen of the damned is, after all, better than
nothing—but no, you’re just spreading it all over England, biting
people willy-nilly, women and men and big fat morticians—”

There was a knock at the door.

“Is that my uncle?” asked Gwen, suddenly
quiet.

“I hope so,” I whispered, “I don’t need any
more surprises. Go to the back room and wait with John and
Mary.”

“Who’s Mary?” she demanded, “another
consort?”

“She’s the one who knocked you unconscious,”
I said, “now go!” I pushed her down the hall and she stalked
angrily toward the rear door. When she was safely around the corner
and I heard the back room door close, Spilsbury and I turned to
face the front entry.

There was another knock.

“Mary told you about the coffin?” I asked
quietly. “You know that there’s no one in it, so we can’t let them
see inside or try to lift it or anything?”

“It is very rare in my experience as a
mortician that the mourners attempt to lift the coffin,” he
replied.

“Just be prepared,” I said. “Now we take
them into the parlor, we hold our service, and we send them on
their way. No more complications, no more problems.” I stepped
forward, opened the door, and immediately dove out of sight.

There were three people standing outside,
not two: Percy, Mr. Gaddie, and Chief Constable Barrow of the Bath
police. The man who had overseen my trial and signed my papers of
imprisonment.

Mr. Spilsbury stood stock still in the
hallway, his skills as a funeral arranger temporarily overridden by
his fear of the setting sunlight now streaming through the front
door. He was safely out of its reach, but it came nearly to his
toes and he refused to budge an inch. From my position behind the
door I motioned eagerly with my head for him to speak, but all he
could do was smile nervously.

“Well?” boomed Mr. Gaddie, “is the funeral
ready or not?”

Spilsbury said nothing.

“Of course it is,” I said from behind the
door.

“Who is that?” demanded Gaddie.

“Just follow my associate in to the funeral
parlor and we can begin,” I said. Spilsbury brightened slightly and
gestured regally at the open door beside him. I turned my back to
the three guests and threw myself at the door to the nearest
office, wrenching it open and then closing it behind myself as
quickly and decorously as I could.

“What’s gotten into him?” asked Mr. Gaddie
impatiently. I could hear him just outside my door. “I hope
whatever it is gets out soon,” he went on. “This is James Barrow,
the Chief Constable from Bath and the late Harold Beard’s closest
friend. He came into town two days ago for this funeral, and we
won’t be kept waiting any longer.”

I heard the guests shuffle past, and the
heavy front door close.

How could this get any worse? I
wondered.

“Why is it so gloomy in here?” Mr. Gaddie’s
voice echoed from the funeral parlor. “This is a mortuary, not a
crypt.” The sound of metal curtain hooks rasping across a metal
curtain rod made it clear that he had opened the window and, I
could only assume, flooded the parlor with sunlight.

Alright, I thought, now it can’t get any
worse.

I turned around and leaned heavily against
the door, trying to think of my next move. As my eyes scanned the
stately office, running over bookshelves and globes and ornate ink
bottles and similar paraphernalia of lucrative business, I couldn’t
help but spy the large unconscious man slumped face down on the
desk. It was purely by habit now that I walked over and immediately
checked his neck, and solely an effect my desensitized bewilderment
that I registered no shock when I found two fang marks in the flesh
just below his ear. It could mean only one thing—Harry had followed
us here from Bath. He had been tailing us ever since the first
night in the graveyard, leaving corpses in his wake. He must have
come in the morning, one step behind Mary when she prepared
Gustav’s coffin, and killed Archibald Beard before heading to the
bank. He'd gotten to the bank too late to catch us (probably
killing a clerk while he was there, as he seemed to do everywhere
he went) and then began tracking us back to the mortuary. He could
arrive at any time.

“Okay,” I said out loud, glancing around the
office as if expecting to see a goddess of fate in the corner,
spinning cruel webs and smirking at me. “Now it can’t get any
worse.”
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In the back of Mr. Beard’s private office
was a second door which led, I discovered, to the private office of
Mr. Spilsbury. From there I crept into the hall, far enough down
that no one in the funeral parlor could see me. Mr. Spilsbury was
still standing in the corridor, looking into the parlor with
trepidation.

“Go in,” I whispered.

“There’s sunlight in there,” he whispered
back.

“Everywhere?”

“Not everywhere,” he said slowly, “just a
few lines and patches on the floor.”

“Then get in there and say something,” I
said. “Keep moving around and the sun won’t get you.”

He took a deep breath and stepped boldly
into the room, and once I heard him begin a slow and rambling
speech I ran to the back end of the hall and burst into the
preparation room. Mary was smiling happily at Gwen, while John was
attempting to woo the latter with some sort of poem that,
blissfully, I couldn’t hear. Gwen was staring icily back at both of
them.

“We have a problem,” I said.

“Only one?” asked Mary.

“Two,” I said. “Or rather two new ones, in
addition to all of the other problems that we’ve discussed
previously. Number one, Harry is here.”

“Here in the mortuary?” asked John.

“Not as far as I know,” I said, “though he
was here earlier. He killed the other mortician.”

“Who’s Harry?” asked Gwen. “You mentioned
him before.”

“Harry Beard,” I said, walking to the table
in the center of the room, “he’s the man we’re stealing ninety
thousand pounds from.”

“Well of course he’s here,” said Gwen, “this
is his funeral.”

“He’s not dead,” I said, “he’s a
vampire—he’s the Great One, in fact. He’s also the one that dumped
you in an alley.”

“If he came here this morning then he
probably went to the bank next,” said Mary. “And now he’ll be
coming back here. How long do we have?”

“I have no idea,” I said, leaning heavily on
the table, “but when he gets here we can’t let anybody see him. Or
me.”

“Why can’t anybody see you?” asked John,
“Gaddie thinks you’re an assistant mortician.”

“Gaddie’s not the only one here,” I said.
“The Chief of the Bath police is in there—Constable Barrow. He
knows I’m a convict, and he knows Harry by sight—if he sees either
of us the whole thing is over.”

At that moment the door to the funeral
parlor opened, and Constable Barrow stepped in. I dropped
immediately behind the table and out of sight, lying down in
Gustav’s open coffin.

“Are we almost ready to begin?” he asked,
“we have a dinner appointment we’re rather eager to fulfill.” It
appeared that he hadn’t seen me, but I was taking no chances and
kept perfectly still.

“Of course, dear sir,” said John quickly,
hurrying toward him and shaking his hand vigorously. “If you’ll
just step back into the parlor we’ll be with you shortly.”

“There’s a man out there who claims to be
the mortician,” said the constable, “but he doesn’t know who’s
giving the eulogy or when, and I’m not sure he knows anything else.
He talks so slowly!”

“That’s just Mr. Spilsbury,” said John,
taking Barrow by the elbow and leading him back toward the parlor
door. “He owns the mortuary, but rarely comes in any more—a bit off
in the head, if you get my meaning, sir.”

“Quite right then,” said the constable
helpfully, “I understand. Is it alright to speak with him? I mean,
is it safe?”

“Absolutely,” said John, “go chat with him
now.” He pushed the man gently back into the parlor and shut the
door behind him.

“We can’t have any more of that,” I said,
shifting my weight and flopping the coffin over onto it’s back. I
sat up and looked at Gwen. “Gwen, that’s going to be your job.”

“You want me to kill the constable?”

“No,” I said, rubbing my temples, “I want
you to keep him away from me. Talk to him, sit with him, whatever
you need, as long as he doesn’t see me.”

“And if I do this for you,” said Gwen, “I
get half of the inheritance.”

“You get a third,” I said, “unless he sees
me, and then none of us get anything.”

“Right,” she said grimly, and opened the
parlor door. She shut it again almost as quickly, without going in.
“The windows are open,” she said.

“I’m sure you can find a place to sit with
no sun,” I said, “now get in there! And you too, John, and make it
good. And short.”

“Good I can promise you,” said John with
smile, “but when you’re dealing with a masterpiece, what’s the
point of short?”

“The point is—” I started, but he and Gwen
were already through the door. Mary closed it behind them.

“So what do we do?” Mary asked.

At that moment the back door burst open.
“There you are!” said Inspector Herring, taking a long, solid
stride into the room and neatly closing the door behind himself.
“I’ve tracked you to Bath and back, and now I have you.”

“This is not what it looks like,” I said,
realizing that I was still seated in a coffin. I stood up and
stepped back, trying to keep the table between me and the vampire
hunter. “Why do I end up saying that to you so frequently?”

“It doesn’t matter what it looks like,” he
said, pulling a long wooden stake from an inner pocket of his
greatcoat. “You’re the Great One, the lord of the vampires, the
master of the night, and I’m not going to let you slip away
again.”

“Let’s be reasonable,” I said, “or at least
very quiet.”

“You’ve evaded me too long!” he shouted,
circling with me around the table, and I winced at the noise.
“Garlic did nothing, the cross had no effect, even the holy water
couldn’t stop you.”

“That’s because I’m not a vampire,” I said
slowly. “Why is ‘secret powers’ the first conclusion everybody
leaps to, when ‘lack of powers’ is so much more logical?”

“Enough of your deceit!” he said again, more
softly this time, hissing like a snake. He jerked his head at Mary.
“Is this another of your thralls? You stole that Gwendolyn woman
right out from under me, and brought her into your legion of
darkness, but no more—I will allow you no more prisoners, no more
victims, and no more minions!” He raised the stake above his head
and prepared to strike.

“I told you,” I cried, “I’m not the Great
One and I don’t have any minions—”

The basement door opened abruptly, and
insidious red light filled the room.

“Pardon me, Great One,” said Sable, “but
we’ve got the man tied up downstairs, and we were wondering if you
were ready to come and kill him now.” He paused, his words hanging
in the air for an agonizing moment. Behind him was Gustav, eyes
wide with terror, gagged at the mouth and bound at the bottom of
the stairs with his hands tied firmly to the torch sconces.
Black-robed vampires stood around him ominously, red firelight
casting the whole scene in a malevolent glow. “Oh,” said Sable, “I
see you’re busy. I’ll come back later.”

“Never!” shouted Herring, and charged down
the stairs to the rescue, bowling Sable over and leaping into the
midst of the vampires like a gladiator. He pulled a string of
garlic from his pocket and brandished it in one hand, gripping the
stake in the other like a club, and whirled through the crowd like
a windmill. I took a step to help them, when suddenly I heard the
noise of a door latch behind me and I slammed the basement door
shut, turning to see Mr. Gaddie storm into the room. Percy was
right behind him.

“What is that infernal racket!” Mr. Gaddie
demanded, furrowing his brow and peering quickly around the room.
“We’re trying to have a funeral in there, and all I can hear are
shouts and crashes and goodness knows what else.”

“There’s nothing going on,” I said, leaning
tightly against the door. One of the vampires screamed in terror,
and I smiled as brightly as I could. “That’s nothing to worry
about,” I said, “just some of the boys working off a bit of drink.
Notorious drinkers.”

“Who are?” asked Gaddie.

“Our boys,” I said. “The one’s who...dig the
graves.”

“I thought the gypsy dug the graves,” said
Gaddie, pointing at Mary.

“And gypsies,” I said, as several more
crashes and cracks sounded from beyond the door, “are notorious
drinkers.”

“But very hard workers,” said Mary.

“Very hard workers,” I agreed. “And quite
cheap.”

“I beg your pardon!” cried Mary.

Something slammed heavily into the door,
then clattered hideously as it fell back down the stairs. Percy
looked ill.

“Hard workers or not,” said Mr. Gaddie
sternly, “there’s no call for them to be so loud. It sounds like
they’re killing each other.”

“It always does,” I said, “and there’s
nothing to be done. The neighbors—”

“I should say there is something to be
done,” said Mr. Gaddie, “you can march right down there and tell
them to straighten themselves out. I can do it myself if you like,”
he said, and reached for the door.

“Not at all,” I said quickly, grabbing his
arm and steering him back toward the funeral parlor. Mary jumped in
place behind me and held the door shut. “I shall go down myself and
quiet them up, and there’s no need for you to trouble yourself.” I
opened the parlor door very gingerly, keeping myself hidden behind
it, and ushered him in.

I peeked in cautiously as Mr. Gaddie stomped
back to his seat. Spilsbury had lit several lamps, but they were
largely useless now as the setting sun cut a wide swath of light
through the open curtains and out across the seats. John stood in
the midst of it, haloed with a ring of glory, and prattled on about
some sort of bird. Spilsbury was in the back corner of the room,
doing his utmost not to visibly cower away from the sun, and Gwen
and the constable were sitting neatly in the third row. Gwen was
seated on the aisle, her eyes fixed on the patch of sunlight as it
tracked slowly across the floor. It was coming directly toward
her.

I ducked back into the preparation room and
looked at Mary.

“It’s getting quieter,” she said. “I think
the survivors are hiding, and it’s gone from ‘wolf devouring sheep’
to ‘cat hunting mice.’”

“Then let’s hope they hide well and keep him
busy,” I said. “John is taking forever.”

“I see Gwen is back,” said Percy, sitting
dejectedly on the floor. His face was pale and haggard from stress.
“I assume she’s a vampire?”

“She is,” I said.

“And the basement?” asked Percy. “I assume
that’s vampires as well, and not really gypsy gravediggers like you
said?”

“Both, actually,” I said, opening the parlor
door just enough to peek through and watch the eulogy. John was
waving his arms slowly in front of him, smiling at the crowd like a
master magician.

“At least a gypsy gravedigger is something
new,” said Percy, staring blindly at the floor, “I was getting
quite tired of nothing but vampires all the time.”

“No, he’s a vampire too,” said Mary, “so
don’t get your hopes up. We do have a vampire hunter, though, so
that’s new.”

I opened the door wider and gestured at John
to hurry, but he was oblivious and seemed very deeply into a story
about the symbolic nature of basil. The sun was nearly touching the
base of Gwen’s chair now and she scooted it slightly to the side,
closer to the constable. She smiled at him, and he smiled back
kindly before returning his attention to John.

“Why can’t anything just sit still anymore?”
asked Percy, mostly to himself. “Frederick goes to jail but then he
gets out, he dies but then he comes back to life, and then he’s a
vampire, and then the body goes missing, and now nobody can get
hold of the money, and you finally get another body and then it
wakes up too, right there in the bank. It used to be you could rely
on a dead body to stay dead—not that I was ever forced to rely on
that fact, or that such a fact even crossed my mind, but it was
there. The fact that you never had to think about it was part of
what made it so endearing.”

“What about the dead woman in your bedroom?”
asked Mary. “She’ll be just as dead when you get home as she was
when we left her.”

“If that is supposed to cheer me up,” said
Percy, “then it didn’t work.”

Gwen moved her chair again, bumping it
straight up against the constable’s this time. He smiled at her
again, slightly confused, and Gwen looked nervously back up at John
as if nothing was wrong. Even after moving, the side legs of the
chair were still tinged with sun at the bottom.

“Hurry up, John,” I whispered, too low for
him to actually hear. I was beginning to get desperate. Mr. Gaddie
was visibly impatient, Spilsbury was nearly whimpering, and Gwen
was inching further and further away from the sun. She was by now
sitting practically in the constable’s lap, their thighs pressed
together, and her attention was fixed on the line of light as it
crept ominously toward her across the upholstery. The constable,
for his part, looked quite pleased with the situation.

“It’s really quite depressing,” said Percy.
“The mortuary is full of vampires—we’re practically surrounded by
them here, and yet it’s still the safest room in the building. I’m
not the kind of person who needs to look around for quick escapes,
and yet here I am, hiding in the back room of a mortuary because
it’s the only place with an outside door that I can run through
when the shambling dead come to claim me.”

“The shambling dead inside the building are
the least of your worries,” said Mary, still holding the basement
door closed, though it was quite silent now on the other side.
“Harry hasn’t even gotten here yet.”

At that moment the back door swung open,
revealing a black-shrouded figure in the shadowed alley beyond.

“I have come for your—” The voice was cut
off as the door rebounded heavily off of Mary and swung closed
again. Mary let out an ‘oof’ and staggered out of the way, wincing
slightly with the impact. The figure in the alley opened the door
again, more cautiously this time. “What was that? I’ll kill you
all!” The voice was angry but low, more of a disgruntled mutter
than a tirade. “80 years old, and this is the kind of untidy
establishment they use for my funeral?” The cloaked man stepped
slowly into the room, looking behind the door to make sure that it
was clear, and then closing it angrily behind himself. “Ghastly
draft outside, and here I am trekking all the way from Bath, and
why? Bloody vengeance and who knows what else—there’s no respect!
Lord of the undead I’m supposed to be, and they treat me like an
errand boy running halfway across England day and night. I won’t
stand for it!” He removed his hood, muttering and cursing with a
low, breathless rasp.

It was, of course, Harry.

“Now who’s in here?” he said, squinting
around the room. He finally saw and recognized me, and grunted in
displeasure. “You,” he said, shaking a finger, “I told you to wait
in Bath for me to return and kill you. Don’t you realize that I’m a
vampire?”

“That’s more or less why we didn’t wait,” I
said slowly, eyeing the hall door as my only means of escape. “I
have a strong sense of self-preservation.”

“But vampires have a dominating will!” said
Harry, throwing up his hands. “Mortals like you have to do whatever
I tell you! Do you think I don’t know? Young people these days, no
respect at all.”

“Sorry,” I said, not sure what to think.
This was not the final inglorious encounter I had envisioned for my
death. “I assume that you’re going to kill us now, then?”

“In this state?” Harry demanded. “I’ve been
walking for ages, bone tired, and you expect me to just kill you
right away? A vampire needs his rest, young man, and thanks to you
running off to London I don’t even have my coffin! This one will
have to do,” he said, stooping down over an empty coffin that sat
against the back wall, “but stay put this time. Do you hear me?
Look into my eyes.”

I did, not sure what else to do.

“Stay here,” he said slowly, “until I wake
up and kill you.” He waved his hand a bit, as if casting a spell.
“Stay.” He pointed at his eyes, then at mine. “Dominating will,” he
said, “you must obey me. Stay.”

“Stay,” I repeated.

“Good,” he said, and began rather
laboriously to lie down in the coffin. “I shall take my
revenge—‘I’ve come for your blood’ and all that nonsense—when I
wake up. Be glad you’ll never be as old as I am, young man, because
your knees just disappear completely. It’s like I have no joints at
all.” He finally succeeded in lying down, and closed his eyes with
a grunt.

“Is that Harry?” asked Percy. “You built him
up as something a little more frightening.”

“He was,” I said, walking slowly toward the
coffin. “He said he was going to kill us.”

“Why didn’t he?” asked Percy.

“Well he...,” I said, “he had to go take a
nap.”

“Seems to be a theme,” said Percy.

“He is 80,” said Mary. “Great One or not, a
man gets tired.”

“This is perfect,” I said, peering down at
Harry and smiling broadly. “He’s asleep.” I poked him and got no
reaction. “It’s absolutely perfect.”

“We’re going to kill him?” asked Mary
brightly. “I thought there was some kind of elaborate ritual
involved to kill a great one.”

“Maybe there is, but it doesn’t matter,” I
said, “the Great One wants to kill us, and there’s a vampire hunter
in the basement who wants to kill a Great One. All we have to do is
get them together, and we solve both problems at once.”

“It might be hard to convince him that the
man sleeping on the floor is a dangerous monster,” said Percy.

“He’s in a coffin,” I said. “For Inspector
Herring that’s as good a confession of guilt as you’ll ever see.
I’m going to go get him.”

“Now?” asked Percy. “My uncle is still here!
You can’t just kill Harry with a funeral going on the very next
room!”

“Why not?” asked Mary, “it’s his
funeral.”

“We don’t know how long he’ll be asleep,” I
said, “and we don’t have any time to lose. You two stay in here and
make sure nobody walks in—put a lid on the coffin just in case.
I’ll be right back with Herring.” Before Percy could object I
opened the basement door and ventured into the torchlit dungeon
below.

The scene in the basement was a massacre;
black-cloaked vampires were scattered around like discarded dolls,
beaten and dropped in impossible positions. I stepped gingerly over
a vampire splayed across the stairs, and heard him moan softly as I
passed. Gustav had regained consciousness but was still tied and
gagged, and stared at me with wild eyes. I motioned for him to
wait, kicked a bone out of the way, and peered into the shadows for
any sign of Herring.

“Inspector!” I whispered loudly. I heard
footsteps in the back of the room, but my view was obscured by a
wall. I crept cautiously forward and peeked around the side, only
to find myself confronted with more darkness and more crumpled
bodies. The odor of garlic was strong, mixed with the scent of coal
and smoke and ancient stone. The basement was a maze of pillars and
brick walls, as if a hundred years of renovators had started and
left incomplete a vast series of coal bins and storage rooms and
catacombs. I heard another shuffle of feet, and called “Inspector!”
again.

In an instant a figure flew toward me from
the shadows—a pale face in a black cloak—and Sable cried “Save
yourself, Great One!” while racing past me. He rebounded heavily
off of something and fell to the floor, and I spun around to see
Inspector Herring lower his fist and bare a toothy smile. His stake
was broken in half, and his string of garlic was smashed and
juicy.

“Quite a den of evil you’ve got for
yourself, Great One,” he said.

“Listen,” I said, “I’ve got the real Great
One upstairs, all ready for you to kill or take away or whatever
you want. He’s—”

“You cannot deceive me,” said Herring,
shaking his head and stepping toward me. “I have defeated your
minions, and now I will defeat you once and for all.”

“You’ve got to listen to me,” I said, “the
real Great One is right upstairs—he’s even unconscious! It couldn’t
possibly be any easier.”

Herring considered his broken stake and
discarded it, then dropped the garlic onto the unconscious Sable.
“You long for something so easy,” he said, “one more miraculous
escape to help you slip through my grasp another time. You will get
nothing.”

“That’s very dramatic,” I said, “and I
understand that you have every right to feel ill-used—after all,
you’re just trying to do your job, right?” He pulled another stake
from the interior of his greatcoat, and I swallowed nervously. “But
you have to believe me when I say that I’m not the Great One—the
real Great One has been chasing me all over England for three days
now, trying to kill me. He just threatened me again, just now—he
even tried to mesmerize me or something, but it didn’t work.”

“If he were the Great One,” said Herring,
“and if you were truly innocent, then it would have worked. But if
you are the Great One, and you were desperately trying to escape a
fate you knew had come at last, a lie such as this would make a lot
of sense.”

“If I were trying to escape,” I said, “why
did I come down into the basement? I could have just locked the
door and ran.”

Herring paused uncertainly, his finger
poised on the sharp end of the stake. “You could have,” he said,
“unless you had another plan...a more sinister scheme to remove me
altogether.” He picked up speed now, confident once again. “You
came down here thinking you could fool me with tales of another
Great One, thinking that I would just drop everything and forgive
you of all suspicion.”

“That’s about it,” I said, “I'm completely
innocent.”

“This,” he said, gesturing around him, “is
evidence enough of your demonic misdeeds.”

“My demonic—what? I’ve never been in this
basement in my entire life,” I said, “and I hope never to come down
here again.”

“You will never leave it,” he said, raising
the stake above his head. “It has all come to this—my very life has
led us to this basement; all of my training and study, all of my
skill and labor, has all brought us to this instant! I will strike
you down, unholy one, and nothing can save you now!”

He roared in triumph and took a step
forward, but stopped short as a sickening thud echoed through the
basement. His eyes rolled back and he crumpled to the floor. Mary
was standing behind him clutching a large grey bone as if it were a
club.

“That was amusing,” I said.

“Actually it’s a humerus,” said Mary,
hefting the bone, “but no matter. You were taking too long, and I
heard shouting.”

“Thanks,” I said, pulling the stake out of
Herring’s limp hand and handing it to her. “Keep this handy for
Harry, and it wouldn’t hurt to search the Inspector for any
others—who knows how many stakes he’s got in there.”

“Percy!” came a voice from upstairs, echoing
faintly through the floor. “Where is that blasted friend of yours—I
need a decision, and he seems to be the only person in this whole
establishment capable of making one.”

“Oh no,” I muttered, “what does he want
now?”

Percy said something too soft to hear.

“Then find him,” said Gaddie, “and tell him
I want to speak with him—the service is over, and once we see the
body we can finally be on our way.”

I looked at Gustav, wide awake and
terrified.

“It’s always something,” I said.
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Mary and I stared at each other for a
moment. Gustav strained against his bonds and made a low grunting
noise through the gag.

“Back in the coffin?” asked Mary, nodding
toward him.

“We’ll have to,” I said, “but we have to
split them up—I show Gustav to Gaddie, and then you show Harry to
Constable Barrow.”

“What if he wakes up?”

“Stake him.”

Gustav grunted wildly.

“He didn’t mean you,” said Mary.

“Do you think we can pull this off?” I
asked.

“No,” said Mary, “but there’s no point in
giving up now.”

I nodded, and gestured toward the stairs.
“You first—Barrow might be up there.”

Mary ran to the stairs and jogged up to the
door, then stopped suddenly and tossed back the bone she had
forgotten to discard. I dodged the flying humerus and waited while
she closed the door behind herself.

“Did you enjoy the funeral, constable?” she
asked, speaking abnormally loudly to make sure I could hear. The
constable said something I couldn’t hear, and Gaddie interrupted
him.

“Where is he?” Gaddie demanded, “we don’t
have all evening to stand around.”

“He’ll be right up,” said Mary, at which
point Gwen leapt into the conversation.

“Why don’t you come with me into the hall,
constable?” asked Gwen, and I heard faint footstep leading toward
the door. “I’m sure you know a great deal about art, and there are
some portraits in the hall that I would love to hear your thoughts
on.” More footsteps, and a creak that could have been a door
closing or opening—I wasn’t sure which until Mary spoke again.

“Are you almost here, Frederick?”

I opened the door quickly, just enough to
slip through and hope that no one would see Gustav during the brief
moment it was open. Percy was sitting on the lid of Harry’s closed
coffin, his eyes closed and his lips moving just enough that I
could tell he was talking to himself—trying to convince himself
that he wasn’t sitting on a vampire, I assumed. A very relieved Mr.
Spilsbury stood by the closed parlor door, obviously happy to have
escaped the final rays of the setting sun, and John was doing his
best to engage Mr. Gaddie in a conversation that Gaddie was
thoroughly disinterested in.

“Mr. Gaddie—” I said, but he cut me off
before I could say another word.

“Dreadful funeral service,” he said, glaring
at John, “I didn’t understand a word of this young man’s eulogy.
What has basil got to do with death?”

“It’s a metaphor,” said John, “just like the
cliff and the shore that I was telling you about. You see, the
cliff represents—”

“What we would like very much to do,” said
Mr. Gaddie, “is to view the body and be on our way.”

“View the body, sir?” I asked.

“Of course view the body,” he said, “why not
view the body?”

“You’ve already viewed it, sir,” I said,
“not more than a few hours ago.”

“And don’t think for a minute that I intend
to make a habit of it,” he said. “It’s not me, it’s Barrow—he was a
very good friend of the deceased’s in life, and wishes to honor his
life now that he is deceased.”

“The constable is deceased?” asked John.

“Mr. Beard is deceased,” said Gaddie
thinly.

“He is?” asked Spilsbury.

“We would be happy to open the coffin for
you,” I said, “but I’m afraid it may take a moment to prepare—we’ve
nailed it shut, you see, and we have to pry it open.”

“Then get on with it,” said Gaddie. “I’m no
mortician myself, thank goodness, but I can’t imagine it takes long
to pry off a wooden lid.”

“It’s not the prying,” I said, “it’s
the...transportation. We have to bring the coffin back in here in
order to do it.”

“Back in here?” asked Gaddie.

“Pry bars are strictly forbidden in the
funeral parlor,” said John. “It’s a policy I’m afraid we’re quite
unable to break.”

“It’s seems like a needlessly obtuse policy
to me,” said Mr. Gaddie.

“I couldn’t agree more,” I said, “but it was
the dying request of Mr. Spilsbury’s father, not three months
ago.”

“You’re father?” asked Mr. Gaddie, turning
to Spilsbury. “I didn’t know.”

Spilsbury shrugged.

“He died quite suddenly,” said John.

“I mean I didn’t know he was still alive,”
said Gaddie. “I thought he passed away years ago.”

“And I didn’t know you knew him,” I
said.

“We’ve done business with this mortuary for
years,” said Mr. Gaddie, “but,” and here he glared at John, “I
don’t think we’ll be using it much in the future.”

“The old man kept his final years very
private,” I said, “as his illness was rather slow and
disfiguring.”

“I thought you said he died suddenly,” asked
Gaddie.

“Quite suddenly,” I agreed, “and quite
unrelated to the illness. It was a bit of a shock to us all.”

“He was murdered,” said John.

“Murdered?” asked Mr. Gaddie.

“Clubbed to death with a pry bar,” I added.
“In the parlor, in fact, so you can see why we can’t possibly take
one in.”

Mr. Gaddie scowled, looking puzzled. “Do
they know who did it?” he asked slowly.

“While you wait,” I said, pointing him
toward the hall door, “please allow Mr. Spilsbury to relate to you
the rich history of the paintings in the hallway. Mr.
Spilsbury?”

Spilsbury furrowed his brow, as if not sure
what he was supposed to do, but Mary took both men by the elbow and
led them to the door.

“Make sure to ask about the portrait by the
front door,” she said sweetly to Mr. Gaddie, and peeked carefully
into the corridor. I tucked myself back up against the wall, just
in case the Constable was looking in the wrong direction, and Mary
ushered the banker and the mortician into the hallway. She closed
the door behind them and I threw open the door to the basement.

“I can’t sit here any more!” cried Percy,
leaping up from the coffin as if he’d been stuck with a pin. “Leave
me in a room with a vampire, why don’t you?”

“He’s asleep,” said Mary.

“What’s our plan?” asked John.

“We get Gustav into his coffin, and keep
Harry in his, and then see if we can separate the viewing into two
parts.”

“Two parts?” asked Percy, “why don’t we just
get it over with in one go?”

“Because we have to show them different
bodies—Gaddie sees Gustav, and Barrow sees Harry.”

“And Gaddie will probably demand that
Frederick be the one to show him Gustav,” said John, “but Frederick
can’t be anywhere near the constable.”

“Then why don’t we show them in different
rooms?” asked Percy, “one in there and one in here?”

“They would probably notice,” said Mary,
“that they were each viewing the same body at the same time in two
different places.”

“So how do we split them up?” asked John.
“Gwen can keep the constable occupied, but it will be very
difficult to keep Gaddie away when it’s not his turn.”

“Are you quite finished?” called Mr. Gaddie
from the other side of the door.

“Not quite!” I called back. “We’ll figure
this out later,” I said quietly. “John and Percy, you go get the
coffin from the parlor while Mary and I get Gustav.”

The four of us leapt into action, and Mary
and I raced down the stairs to Gustav.

“Good news,” I told him, picking at the
bonds on his arms, “we’re going to untie you.” The vampire’s knots
were poor, but Gustav’s struggling had pulled them tight.

“The bad news,” said Mary, “is that you’re
going straight back into the coffin.” She loosened his gag and
pulled it off.

“Where am I?” he gasped, his eyes wide with
terror. “First I woke up in a coffin, and then you hit me, and then
I woke up here surrounded by vampires!”

“Welcome to my life,” I said grimly, loosing
the final tie around his ankle. “Waking up in a coffin is the most
normal thing I’ve done in days.”

“You’re not going to kill me, are you?” he
asked, rubbing his wrists as we led him up the stairs. “I promise
I’ll be a good minion—I could bring you victims! I know many people
that no one would miss.”

“We’re not going to do anything to you,” I
said, helping him into the upper room. John and Percy were avidly
going after the lid of the empty coffin. “We just need you to lie
very still in a coffin and pretend to be dead.”

“Pretend to be dead?” asked Gustav.

“Just pretend,” I said. “No actual dying
will be involved at any point.”

“Do you promise?” he asked.

“I promise,” I said, “on my honor as....” I
couldn’t think of anything honorable that I could still claim to
be.

“I apologize profoundly to you, sir,” said
Percy to Gustav, “but I’m beginning to believe that we’ll all be
dead rather soon, so it doesn’t really matter what they do to
you.”

“If you’ll just step into the coffin,” I
said, “and sit down.” Gustav did, smiling nervously.

“Pretend to be dead?” he asked.

“Exactly,” I said. “We’ll do our best to
help you.”

“Help me how?”

“Mary?” I said, gesturing toward Gustav. She
pulled out her cudgel and smashed it into the back of Gustav’s
head. He teetered on the edge of conscious, and I eased him down
into the coffin.

“You!” shouted a voice behind us, and we
whirled around to see that Inspector Herring had crawled to the top
of the stairs. “You killed him,” he cried, “but you shall not
escape me again!”

“What’s going on here?” demanded Mr. Gaddie,
swinging open the hall door and smashing it into Herring’s face.
The Inspector tumbled back down the stairs, and Mary quickly
stepped in front of the open basement door, the cudgel hidden
behind her back.

Behind Mr. Gaddie, still in the hall, stood
constable Barrow, staring at me intently. I froze like a hunted
animal.

“Gwen,” I said.

“Do I know you from somewhere?” asked the
constable.

“Someone was shouting in here,” said Mr.
Gaddie, “I heard it very clearly.”

“Gwen,” I said more loudly. She tugged
weakly at the constable’s arm, unable to avert his attention, and
grimaced at me with a helpless look.

“I told you to take care of the gypsy
gravediggers,” said Mr. Gaddie, walking toward me.

“Oh, we took care of him,” said John with a
smile.

“You look very familiar for some reason,”
said the constable, cocking his head. “Have you ever lived in
Bath?”

“Now please, Gwen,” I said, still afraid to
move.

“Alright,” said Gwen, taking a deep breath.
“If it’s come to this, then there’s only one thing to do.”

I winced, not knowing what she intended to
do.

“I’ve never done this before,” she said,
“but you leave me no choice.” She licked her lips.

“What, dear?” asked the constable, turning
to look at her.

Gwen took another deep breath, shook her
head, and then abruptly bared her teeth and lunged for the
constable’s neck.

“Ahhh!” cried Percy. Mary quickly slammed
the door shut, eyes wide.

“Will someone please tell me what is going
on here!” demanded Mr. Gaddie. “I did not come here to play party
to a pack of a rabid lunatics on escape from an asylum!”

“Of course not sir,” I said quickly. “As you
can see, we have the body ready.”

Mr. Gaddie looked down at Gustav. He didn’t
look pleased, but he never did.

“Very well,” he said, “now get it into the
funeral parlor so we can this over with.”

“The funeral parlor?” I asked.

“I am tired of repeating myself,” he said,
and stormed back to the hall door.

“Wait!” I said, but he opened the door. On
the other side stood Gwen and constable Barrow, kissing each other
amorously. They broke off, startled, and looked at us guiltily.

“Honestly, constable!” said Mr. Gaddie, and
brushed past them roughly. “What is wrong with everyone today?”

“We’ll be with you in a moment,” said Mary
to the constable, and closed the door again.

“Help me with the coffin,” I said, shoving
Harry’s coffin across the floor until it rested next to Gustav’s.
“Where are the prybars?”

“It’s not nailed shut,” said Percy.

“Then it’s no wonder you were nervous,” I
said, “he could pop out at any moment.”

“The time has come,” said Harry, his voice
muffled by the coffin. “You must all now bow to me, your immortal
master.” The lid of the coffin raised slightly and then sunk back
down.

“Perhaps not ‘pop out’,” said John, watching
the coffin lid move feebly, “but it’s the same idea.”

“He’s supposed to be the Great One?” asked
Percy. “I’m barely even afraid of him, and I’m afraid of
everything.”

Mary stepped up with the stake. “You open, I
stab?”

“I have a better idea,” I said, eyeing the
basement. “Help me get the lid off.” We pulled the wooden plank
away and Harry scowled at us.

“You will pay for your arrogance,” he
said.

“We all do someday,” I replied. “Do you
truly intend to kill us?”

“Most assuredly,” he said, struggling to sit
up. It was apparently much harder than it looked. “I will drink
your blood and bathe in it. I will hunt down your families and
enthrall them to my work of terror, I will—”

“You seem to have taken to vampirism quite
easily,” I said.

“Is it any surprise?” he asked. “I’ve always
been shunned by the world—living alone with no family to speak of;
trapped in a gloomy house and confined to a bed for years—I was
practically a vampire before I ever died!”

“But you can’t expect us to be afraid of
you,” I said. “There’s four of us, and we even have a stake.”

“A stake?” he said, finally grunting his way
upright. He sat there for a moment, his legs seemingly unwilling to
move as obediently as his upper body. “Do you think a stake could
hurt me? Do you think I fear the trappings of man? I am a demon of
the night, older and wiser than any of you—probably older than all
of you put together—and my mind has become my weapon. My will
commands you, and you must obey.” Once again he stared into my eyes
and made odd gestures with his hands, but this time I did my best
to look hypnotized.

John looked at me quizzically, but I urged
him silently to do the same.

“Move over there,” said Harry, pointing, and
John and I moved with dull, halting steps. “Now over there,” said
Harry, pointing again, and this time Mary joined us. Percy,
apparently not catching on to our ruse, decided instead to faint.
“You are mine to control!” said Harry gleefully, “and with you I
shall dominate the world. No one can stand before me, for I am a
vampire!”

“Hail the Great One,” I said slowly, and
Harry’s face perked up. “Yes,” he said, “the Great One. It is a
fitting title. All hail the Great One!”

“I’ve heard enough,” said Inspector Herring,
once again climbing painfully to top of the stairs. “It appears
I’ve been chasing the wrong vampire, for here is the real Great One
sitting before me. Justice will be done at last.”

“Silence,” said Harry, staring at Herring
and waving his fingers. “I command you to obey me.”

“Never,” said Herring, and searched in his
pockets for a stake. He couldn’t find one, and Mary discretely
handed him hers.

“I don’t know who you are,” said Harry, “but
it appears that you must be taught a lesson. Approach, and you
shall be honored to become my first vampiric meal!”

“Wait,” I said, dropping character, “your
first?”

“My first,” he said. “I was going to kill
you first, for stealing my coffin, but this interloper has invoked
my ire. I command you to kneel to before me!”

“You cannot control me,” growled
Herring.

“That’s because he’s not the Great One,” I
said, and picked up the two pry bars John and Percy had been using
earlier. I held them in front of Harry’s face and turned one across
the other, forming a black iron crucifix; Harry quailed in terror.
“You’re not the Great One at all,” I said, “you’re an old man who
needs to take a nap.” I shoved the cross closer into his face and
he fainted straight out, dropping back into his coffin.

“Now I’m really confused,” said Herring, at
which point the hall door flew open again and sent him tumbling
back down the stairs.

“I’m not waiting any longer!” said Mr.
Gaddie. “You will show us the body now, or we will—oh, there it
is.”

Before them lay both coffins, open and
impossible to hide. I felt my heart sink deep into my shoes, and
the blood drained away so quickly from my face that I almost
wondered if someone truly was drinking it. My head felt light, and
I watched in horror as my world—so carefully balanced, so
desperately maintained—prepared to crash down around me.

“He looks good,” said the constable, staring
down at Harry. “He looks like himself.”

“I couldn’t say,” said Mr. Gaddie, looking
at Gustav “as I only just saw him this afternoon.”

I didn’t know what to think. Where were the
screams and the cries and the accusations?

“He wasn’t an especially good man,” said the
constable, “he was prone to anger and jealous of almost everyone he
saw. A downright villain in many ways, but soft at heart. Or
feeble, at the very least.”

“That’s beautiful,” said John.

“Why couldn’t yours be that short?” asked
Mr. Gaddie.

It was then that I realized what was going
on—each man was seeing a wrong corpse, but each man was also seeing
a right one. They simply assumed that they were both looking at the
same body.

“Why are there two?” asked Mr. Gaddie.

“We’re very busy,” I said slowly. “It’s that
time of year.”

“Well then,” said Mr. Gaddie. “Is that
everything?”

“Quite,” said Constable Barrow. “I think we
can be on our way. Where’s Percy?”

“Unconscious,” said John, pointing at the
floor behind the table.

“So he is,” said Mr. Gaddie. “I don’t have
time to wait for him—tell him to meet Mr. Plumb at eight o’clock
tomorrow morning to finalize Mr. Beard’s inheritance papers. I
shall give him my assurance that everything is in order, but I
shall also,” he said, staring at me sternly, “tell him that we will
no longer patronize the Spilsbury & Beard mortuary. I have been
quite unimpressed with the behavior and atmosphere of this entire
establishment. Good day.” He turned and stalked back down the hall
toward the front door.

Constable Barrow bowed his head to me
politely. “Some other time, perhaps, we must catch up where we know
each other. A pleasant evening to you all.” He turned and extended
an arm to Gwen. “Come along dear.”

“You’re sure the sun is down?” asked Gwen.
“I’m afraid I have very delicate skin.”

“It is quite dark,” he said, “but if you
like, we can purchase you a parasol on our way to dinner.” He took
her by the arm and lead her away. From around the corner came her
parting word:

“Half!”

“A third!” I shouted back.

We heard them walk to the door, collect
their coats and shawls, and murmur something too soft for us to
hear.

“Thank you for coming,” said a new voice
from the hall, “thank you very much, and we hope to see you again.”
The front door opened, paused, and shut again, and a moment later a
very pale and disoriented Archibald Beard walked into the back
room. “Who was that? And who are all of you?”

“For the first time in three days,” I said,
looking around at my friends, “the answer to that question doesn’t
depress me.”

We had done it.

 


 



 Day 5

January 24, 1817

For there were sleeping dragons all
around,

At glaring watch, perhaps, with ready
spears.

 


 



 London

Noon

 


John, Mary, Gwen, and I sat in the narrow
foyer of Plumb & Gaddie Banking Associates, staring idly at the
various letters that hung across from us. This time I was faced
with LU, and I pondered idly what it might mean.

“So you turned out not to be a vampire at
all?” Mary asked Gwen.

Gwen glowered. “How was I to know?” she
demanded. “Everyone said Frederick was a vampire, and then I woke
up in his coffin, and then I woke up in an alley in Bath in the
middle of the night. What was I supposed to think?”

“It seems to me,” I said, “that a normal
person would think she had been kidnapped and then discarded.
Vampirism is a rather large leap of logic.”

“Why were you so afraid of the sun?” asked
John. “I mean, it couldn’t do anything to you—it seems like the
kind of thing you’d notice the first time you walked out into
it.”

“I didn’t walk out into it,” said Gwen,
“because I thought I was vampire!”

“Wouldn’t you at least test it out?” asked
John, “just to see what happened?”

“If you were a vampire,” said Gwen, “would
you run out into the first morning sunlight just to watch yourself
burn?”

“Probably,” said John. “That’s why it’s a
very good thing that I managed to make it through this without
becoming one.”

We sat in silence for a moment longer.

“So what happened when you tried to bite the
constable?” asked Mary.

“Shut up,” said Gwen.

The door opened, and the familiar
slick-haired boy entered the room. “The estate of Mr. Beard,” he
said. “Please follow me.” The four of us rose and trailed him back
into the mazelike corridors of the bank, listening to the faint
scribbles of pens as we passed rooms full of scriveners and
accountants. “Mr. Plumb,” said the boy, and stopped at an open
door. We filed in and sat before a large desk, behind which sat an
old man hunched with age and capped by a startling shock of white
hair. We had never seen him before, and I felt unexpectedly
comfortable in the presence of someone who had no preconceived
notions of me.

“Welcome,” he said, “where is the
niece?”

We pointed to Gwen, who smiled demurely.

“Wonderful,” he said. “And according to
these papers, the inheritance is to be split between you and...he
looked at me. “Oliver Beard?”

“No relation to the one who died,” I
said.

“Certainly,” said Mr. Plumb.

“It is a dreadful thing to lose such a
beloved uncle,” said Gwen, “but my trusted friend Oliver has helped
me to keep my spirits up.”

“Dreadful indeed,” said Mr. Plumb kindly. He
handed her a stack of papers, and she began signing them. “I am
very sorry that it had to happen like this, so suddenly, and my
heart goes out to you. It’s a terrible thing to deal with death,
and I advise you to move on—put it all behind you. Not that you’ll
be able to, of course.”

“I beg your pardon?” asked Gwen, still
signing.

“I assume that your friends will be helping
you with it?” he asked.

“With what?” asked Gwen.

“With the estate, of course,” he said. “It
is a rather tricky affair, as you know, and you would be
ill-equipped to handle it all yourself.”

“I...yes,” she said. “We will be sharing
the...labor.”

“And the expenses as well, I should hope,”
he said. “they are quite significant, you know.”

“Expenses?” asked Gwen.

“Then you don’t know?” asked Mr. Plumb. “In
that case, it pains me to be the bearer of bad news—Mr. Beard was
rather too loose with his funds, and incurred a sizable amount of
debt.”

“Debt?” I asked.

“Debt,” said Mr. Plumb. “We have managed to
settle the majority of them by liquidating certain other assets,”
he said, “but some still remain as we were instructed not to sell
the mortuary itself—”

“Wait,” I said, putting a hand on the
papers. “What mortuary?”

“Mr. Beard’s,” said the banker. “It is
virtually all that remains of the inheritance.”

“Mr. Beard didn’t own a mortuary,” I
said.

“Precisely which Mr. Beard are we referring
to?” asked John.

“Why Archibald Beard, of course,” said Mr.
Plumb. “The young lady’s uncle. He died quite unexpectedly
yesterday, and I was only just given the papers this morning—”

“Where is Mr. Gaddie?” I demanded, standing
up. “There’s been a grave mistake.”

“I haven’t seen him since this morning,”
said Mr. Plumb. “I was just about to take a look at the Harold
Beard files—it’s another of our accounts, from Bath—when Mr. Gaddie
came in and requested them. He gave me these instead, and I’ve
spent the morning composing writs of promise to the late
mortician’s debtors—”

“We need to see him now,” said Gwen, rising
to her feet. “Now! Tell us where he is!”

“I haven’t seen him since this morning,”
said Mr. Plumb. “You might check his office.”

We dashed into the hall, asked a startled
errand boy where Gaddie’s office was, and ran off in the direction
he pointed. A few more twists and corners later we found the
office; I raised my hand to knock, but Gwen barged in with a snarl.
We stopped short almost immediately.

There on his desk was Mr. Gaddie, face down
and white as bone, with two small holes in his neck.

“I suppose we should have seen this coming,”
said John.

“He’s been killed!” said Gwen. She turned
and slapped me. “Frederick, what were you thinking?”

“Me?” I asked. “Do you honestly think I
would go through this entire ordeal just to kill the man before he
gave me my money?”

“Well nobody else could have done it,” she
said, “you’re the Great One.”

“I’m not the Great One,” I said, stepping
further into the room. “It’s whoever’s been following us around—we
thought it was Harry, but he turned out to be just as weak as the
rest. There’s a real Great One, and he’s the one who killed
Gaddie.”

“So the Great One was after the money?”
asked Mary. “That seems a little pedestrian.”

“It’s ninety thousand pounds,” said Gwen,
“there’s nothing pedestrian about it.”

“Wait,” I said, spying a small envelope on
the table next to Mr. Gaddie’s head. “There’s a letter.”

“Was he killed for a letter?” asked
Gwen.

“Who is it for?” asked John.

Mary reached in, picked it up, and her eyes
went wide with surprise. She held it out to me. “It’s addressed to
Frederick Whithers.”

I took the letter, opened it, and read it
aloud.

“‘Dear Frederick: I am
sorry to have put you through all of this, but as it has become
necessary to leave England and my former life I found myself in
need of money, and yours were the only funds I could acquire in
sufficient quantity and in adequate time. I know you must be very
disappointed, but in exchange for your unwitting assistance I have
arranged for you to receive the Spilsbury & Beard mortuary; I
hope that in some small way this makes up for my actions.’” I
looked up at the other three faces. “Did the Great One just steal
my money and thank me for the help?”

“Technically it was never your money,” said
Mary.

“I knew you were in league with the
vampires!” said Gwen.

“It says ‘unwitting’ assistance,” I said.
“What have I done?”

“You’ve kept everyone distracted,” said
John. “Bankers, constables, vampires, vampire hunters—the Great One
was trying to leave quietly, and since we were all watching you,
nobody ever noticed him.”

“Is there more?” asked Mary.

“‘All I ask in return is a
small favor, to be delineated more specifically in the next few
months. Again, please accept my apologies, and feel free to visit
any time in my Roman villa. I expect you will find me under the
name Anne Elliot.’” I looked up at the group. “Signed, the Mistress
of the Night, aka Jane Austen. Who on Earth is Jane
Austen?”

“Never heard of her,” said Gwen. Mary and
John shook their heads as well.

“So the Great One is a woman?” asked
John.

“Why shouldn’t she be?” asked Mary.

“Sable told us about a Mistress of the
Night,” I said, “and the woman we met here yesterday—the one who
said she planned to catch consumption—she said her name was
Anne.”

“Do you think it was the same person?” I
asked.

“Awfully audacious of her,” said John. “She
said she was expecting to catch consumption soon. You don't suppose
she's....”

“Faking her own death,” I said. “She’ll
pretend to die, slip a few pounds to the mortuary—which is us, now,
apparently—and have us bury an empty coffin. Then she'll sail away
to Rome and live a life of peace, relaxation...and eternal
damnation as a hell-spawned vampire goddess.”

“That was supposed to be my life,” said
Gwen, folding her arms and frowning.

At that moment Percy arrived,
breathless.

“I heard a shout,” he said, “and I knew you
were in the building so assumed you must have done something
terrible—oh my stars!” He staggered forward at the sight of his
dead uncle, his mouth gaping, and then turned to me. “What did you
do?”

“Nothing,” I said, and handed him the note.
“It’s the same person who’s killed everybody else the past few
days.”

“At least you still have the mortuary,” said
Mary. “You can’t go back to Bath, and you’ve got to do
something.”

“Wonderful,” I said, “I get to spend the
rest of my life around dead bodies.”

“It’s not as bad as sounds,” said Mary.

“And then there’s the pest problem to
consider,” I said. “I doubt I’ll ever get rid of the vampires in
the basement.”

“Look on the bright side,” said John, “every
time they kill someone, you get more business.”

“If there is a fundamental difference
between you and I,” I said, “it is that I do not consider that a
bright side.”

“The Great One is a woman?” asked Percy,
looking up from the note.

“Why is that so hard for everyone to
believe?” asked Mary.

“Are you going to go with her?” asked Percy.
“Please say no.”

“Goodness no,” I said. “I barely escaped
with my life running from Harry, and he was the most incompetent
killer I’ve ever met. I’ve had enough of Great Ones to last the
rest of my life.”

John smiled. “I, on the other hand, could
see a great future for myself in Rome. An appropriately long and
agonizing death of consumption, and then it’s nothing but parties
and poetry with the Mistress of the Night.”

“Do you mind if I visit you at the
mortuary?” asked Mary. “A steady stream of legitimate bodies is so
much easier than digging them up myself.”

“Why not?” I said, “What’s a mortuary
without a ghoul?” I looked at Gwen and smiled. “Do you still want
half?”

“I've found better prospects,” she sniffed.
“Constable Barrow asked me to accompany him at dinner in two days’
time. He’s a very rich man.”

“May God have mercy on him, then,” I said.
“Let me know if any other rich men die.” I sighed and folded up the
note, and my eye fell on the lifeless form of Mr. Gaddie. “Dead and
rich,” I said slowly. “Tell me, Gwen—does your uncle have any
heirs?”

 


 


The key turns, and the door upon its hinges
groans.

And they are gone: aye, ages long ago.

 


The End
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